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ABSTRACT
A large percentage of children enrolled in schools throughout the United States live in poverty.
Therefore, educators across the country must develop education policies to ensure all children
receive a high-quality education. To further support the need for education policy reform, the
literature reviewed in this study indicated that students who live in poverty would have better
outcomes when they are engaged in school behaviorally, affectively, and cognitively (Appleton,
Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Cai & Liem, 2017; Kelm & Connell, 2004). Moreover,
professional development is necessary to provide teachers with pedagogical practices that will
improve the educational practices of teachers, including cooperative learning, project-based
learning, and preparing students to live in the 21st century.
A few of the key findings from this study revealed that the participants in this study do
not have the theoretical framework for student engagement. Additionally, the participants are
receiving a limited amount of professional development to support their knowledge for
pedagogical practices for engaging students. Lastly, the participants stated that they face
obstacles in engaging students; the obstacles align directly with the characteristics of students
who live in poverty.
This qualitative study utilized the phenomenological approach; semi-structured
interviews explored the experiences of teachers teaching in high-poverty schools. The results
from the interviews are intended to inform educators of the benefits of engaging students who
live in poverty and introduce a training model that can be utilized nationwide to provide teachers
an opportunity to improve instructional practices and increase educational outcomes for all
students, and more specifically, for students who live in poverty.

xi

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Background
School systems in America persistently fail to provide quality educational opportunities
to students living in poverty, and the correlation between poverty and low educational
achievement is significant (Connell, 1994; Hirn, Hollo, & Scott, 2018; Murnane, 2007). More
specifically, the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) reported in January 2019 that half of
the students in California are economically disadvantaged and that it is necessary to develop
education reform policy that will decrease the achievement gap and increase funding to local
districts (Hill, Gao, & Warren, 2019). Current research consistently links academic failure to
behavior problems in school, and students who live in poverty exhibit behaviors that do not align
with a positive learning environment, complicating the education process for students and
teachers alike (Adamson, McKenna, & Mitchell, 2019; Begeny & Martens, 2006). To further
illustrate the educational challenges related to poverty, children who experience poverty believe
they cannot meet required educational expectations and do not believe they have the power to
change their impoverished living conditions (Sheehan & Rall, 2011).
In 2017, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that 12.3% of the United States population and
20% of children lived in poverty (Hirn et al., 2018; U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). Further data
illustrates another challenge for teachers; according to the State Superintendent of Public
Instruction in California, Tony Thurmond, for the 2018-2019 school year, 6,186,278 students
were enrolled in public schools, and California had the highest percentage of students labeled
English language learners ([ELLS]; California Department of Education, 2019). In addition to
having large numbers of ELLs and socioeconomically disadvantaged students, teachers face a
multitude of challenges, including behavior problems and teaching the Common Core State
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Standards ([CCSS]; D’Angiulli, Siegel, & Maggi, 2004). Education advocates report a variety of
challenges regarding the CCSS. For example, under the CCSS, students need to demonstrate a
deeper understanding of curriculum; students are required to research and inquire about real-life
conditions, collaborate, problem-solve, and communicate evidence in compelling ways
(McLaughlin, Glaab, & Carrasco, 2014). To further illustrate these challenges, the school
districts adopting the CCSS need to adjust curriculum, instructional practice, and assessment
tools, and provide teachers with additional professional development to effectively implement
instruction that is aligned with the more rigorous standards (Kober & Rentner, 2012).
Furthermore, teachers are responsible for addressing students’ social, behavioral, and academic
issues that emerge in the classroom (Oldenburg, Bosman, & Veenstra, 2015).
In order to address the social, behavioral, and academic issues that occur in all
classrooms, teachers should receive quality professional development on the best researchinformed teaching practices that promote positive student behaviors (Kalinowski, Gronostaj, &
Vock, 2019; Makovec, 2018; Miguel, 2019). The purpose of teaching is to influence students in
their learning process, and although professional development does not provide teachers with all
of the solutions to situational classroom issues, staff development does provide opportunities for
critical reflection to benefit teaching practices (Rolheiser & Stevahn, 1998). Furthermore,
research indicates that effective staff development is ongoing, is intellectually rigorous, and
deepens educators’ content knowledge (National Staff Development Council, 2001). Quality
professional development will increase teachers’ knowledge surrounding academic content,
students’ socialization, and behavioral issues that interrupt the learning process (Christie, 2009).
Student engagement that has the potential to reduce social and behavioral issues in school
has become an important topic for psychologists, academics, and teachers alike (Carter, Reschly,
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Lovelace, Appleton, & Thompson, 2012; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Student
engagement refers to the “amount of time and effort students devote to activities that are
empirically linked to desired outcomes” (Kuh, 2009, p. 683). Moreover, there is evidence that
schools can influence engagement, and that engagement is a powerful predictor of grades,
graduation rates, and test scores (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008). Understanding
engagement theory research in relationship to positive academic learning outcomes will support
teachers in preventing social and behavior issues. Additionally, teachers who engage students
will promote positive educational outcomes (Klem & Connell, 2004).
To further illustrate the correlation between academic achievement and student
engagement, it is important to understand the three types of engagement: students’ feelings while
learning, students’ behavior while engaging in learning activities, and students’ cognitive
commitment (Cai & Liem, 2017). Although there are varying opinions regarding the dimensions
of student engagement, Archambault and Dupéré (2016) have adopted the constructs proposed
by Fredricks et al. (2004), agreeing that student engagement encompasses three dimensions:
behavioral, affective, and cognitive.
Three Dimensions of Student Engagement
Behavioral engagement. Behavioral engagement is defined as a range of activities,
including doing work or following rules, as well as students’ disposition when engaging in
school-related tasks (Archambault & Dupéré, 2016; Fredricks et al., 2004). There are three
distinct characteristics of behavioral engagement. The first characteristic focuses on student
conduct, which includes following the norms and the rules of the school (Finn & Rock, 1997).
The second characteristic considers engagement during learning academic tasks, including effort,
tenacity, the ability to concentrate and pay attention, and interacting in class discussions (Birch
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& Ladd, 1997). The last characteristic that defines behavioral engagement considers the extent to
which a student is involved in school, such as participation in school-related activities like team
sports or student council (Finn, Pannozzo, & Voelkl, 1995).
Affective engagement. Affective engagement represents how a student feels about
school, including interests and attitude, as well as a perceived sense of belonging in the school
climate (Finn, 1989). Additional research defines affective engagement as a student’s interest
level, including motivation and satisfaction, which establishes a commitment to school and
learning (Groccia, 2018). Affective engagement also considers peer relationships and the
importance of having close relationships with teachers, which fosters open communication
(Birch & Ladd, 1997; Ruzek et al., 2016; Yang, Bear, & May, 2018). Students’ positive
outcomes in school are directly related to relationships within the school climate and attitudes
toward school.
Cognitive engagement. Cognitive engagement encompasses self-regulatory strategies
for students to organize and monitor their learning; researchers have defined cognitive
engagement as a deliberate investment in learning (Ablard & Lipschultz, 1998; Fredricks et al.,
2004; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). According to Fredricks et al. (2004), cognitive engagement
describes student investment in academic tasks, including the ability to commit to challenging
tasks and grasp complex skills. Cognitive engagement also considers how students struggle to
understand academic content (Rotgans et al., 2018). Students who are cognitively engaged in
tasks employ a variety of tools to understand the content that influences academic achievement
(Archambault & Dupéré, 2016; Rotgans et al., 2018).
Additional studies have found a correlation between academic achievement and student
engagement. More specifically, Lei, Cui, and Zhou (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of 69
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independent samples that attempted to establish a relationship between student engagement and
academic achievement. The results revealed a higher level of “behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive engagement associated with higher academic achievement” (p. 525). The research
found a compelling relationship between behavioral engagement and academic success,
indicating that the three types of engagement directly support academic success.
Likewise, Furrer and Skinner (2003) discussed theoretical, empirical, and realistic
implications for relatedness in school as predictors of academic engagement and performance.
They examined students’ academic motivation in relationship to relatedness using a sample size
of 641 students in grades three through six. The study’s findings confirmed that relatedness is
critical for academic performance, and when students feel connected or a sense of belonging,
emotional and behavioral engagement increase. Additional findings from the research confirm
that students who have a high degree of relatedness at the beginning of the school year
significantly improve their performance over time. The research emphasizes the importance of
relationships as a critical factor in predicting academic success.
To substantiate the importance of relatedness in school, Vidourek, King, Nabors,
Bernard, and Murnan (2012) conducted a study analyzing school relatedness from the
perspective of teachers to support the assumption that engagement prevents anti-social or risky
behaviors in school. Surveys completed by 417 teachers revealed several benefits of school
relatedness; 99.2% of the teachers felt that they could positively affect student’s lives, and twothirds of the teachers stated that when students feel connected in school, violence and depression
decrease. The study concluded that when the perceived benefits of relatedness in school
improve, students have a better sense of self and academic achievement increases. It is evident
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that when students feel connected to school, there are increased benefits, further validating the
importance of teachers connecting to students.
In summary, the three dimensions of engagement provide a construct for analyzing
student engagement and the importance of behavior, affective, and cognitive engagement
interrelating to promote positive student outcomes in school. To understand the effects of student
engagement, it is important to consider that “engagement is a multidimensional construct and
argues for examining antecedents and consequences of behavior, emotion, and cognition
simultaneously” (Fredricks et al., 2004, p. 61). Behavior engagement, affective engagement, and
cognitive engagement can affect academic achievement.
Academic Achievement
Although historically academic achievement has been perceived as synonymous with a
student’s aptitude, it is preferable to understand academic achievement as the result of
interactions between students and their learning environment, and the results of these interactions
can promote or hinder academic achievement (Lekwa, Reddy, & Shernoff, 2019; Rivkin,
Hanushek, & Kain, 2005; Rockoff, 2004; Wenglinsky, 2002). The learning environment
encompasses curriculum for the students, the teacher’s practices, and the students’ behaviors
when learning (Lekwa et al., 2019). Further research confirms the importance of classroom
conditions, or the learning environment, indicating that the quality of instruction and how the
teacher groups the students influence students’ academic achievement (Downer, RimmKaufman, & Pianta, 2007). Rockoff (2004) proposed that the key component of the learning
environment is the classroom teacher; when students have quality teachers, it improves their
academic achievement. To summarize, teachers and the methodology they employ directly
influence academic achievement, and when teachers consider all three types of engagement—
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behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement—learning outcomes improve (Lekwa et al.,
2019).
Motivation and Academic Achievement
In addition to the relationship between academic achievement and engagement,
motivation is also critical for academic success (Moreira et al., 2018). Many students start their
school career with an inherent need for competence and an enthusiasm to learn (Marks, 2000).
Unfortunately, as some students get older, their motivation decreases, and they begin to question
what motivates them to succeed (Marks, 2000; Pintrich, 2003). Furthermore, research
distinguishes between motivation and engagement; motivation is the “underlying sources of
energy, purpose, and durability” (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012, p. 22), whereas engagement focuses on
the visible manifestation of those underlying sources (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012).
Accordingly, certain distinct behaviors illustrate student motivation. When students are
self-perceptive, have self-efficacy, are goal-oriented, and are autonomous in the classroom, they
are more likely to be motivated in school (Moreira et al., 2018). Similarly, motivated teachers
spend more time with students, show emotional support and respect, and want to understand their
students. Research has shown that students exhibit positive behaviors when they have a strong
relationship with their teacher (Marks, 2000; Pintrich, 2003; Ruzek et al., 2016; Skinner &
Pitzer, 2012). One characteristic, trust, is the foundation of the teacher-child relationship;
students who trust their teachers will be more motivated to learn (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Ruzek
et al., 2016).
Moreover, motivated students exhibit specific behaviors that increase academic
achievement; they put forth more effort toward academic tasks, show resilience when challenges
occur, and persevere when solving problems (Lin-Siegler, Dweck, & Cohen, 2016). Pintrich
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(2003) described these behaviors as social cognitive constructs and proposed five that are the
focus of motivational research. The first construct addresses self-efficacy, which means that
when students have high expectations, they tend to try hard and persevere, therefore enhancing
their performance (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002).
The second construct, adaptive attributions and control beliefs, emphasizes that students
who perceive that they have more control of the learning situation are likely to achieve at more
advanced levels (Pintrich, 2003). Higher levels of interest and intrinsic motivation are the third
construct. The learning environment fosters intrinsic motivation; when tasks are authentic,
challenging, relevant, hands-on, heads-on (cognitively engaging), and integrated throughout the
content area, and when they reflect student interest, students are intrinsically motivated to learn
(Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). The next construct, higher levels of value, affirms that when students
are responsible and concerned regarding the task, they have a propensity to be more motivated.
The last construct, goals motivate and direct students, is a strong predictor of motivation and
directs behavior in the classroom environment (Pintrich, 2003). It is evident that there are critical
factors to consider regarding motivation because it directly affects student outcomes and
intellectual success.
Furthermore, student engagement is a vital factor in academic achievement (Hirn et al.,
2018). When students are challenged and motivated to learn, the likelihood of academic success
increases (Carter et al., 2012). Although it can be challenging to engage students, it is critical to
do so in order to improve student outcomes. Student engagement contributes significantly to
students’ sense of belonging and provides opportunities to improve cognitive skills; therefore,
teachers need to implement pedagogical practices that promote student engagement (Lin-Siegler
et al., 2017). Student engagement is not the only factor that will improve achievement, but
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research indicates that when students are actively engaged, school becomes more relevant and
students’ chances of dropping out of school decrease (Appleton et al., 2008; Murnane, 2007;
Woolley & Bowen, 2007).
Statement of the Problem
Children living in poverty typically attend low-performing schools whose staff are not
prepared to teach a diverse student body (Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, 2007; Murnane,
2007; Valencia, 2015). Further research confirms that students living in poverty are
“shortchanged on teacher effectiveness” (Valencia, 2015, p. 161) and that a “lack of access to
qualified teachers constitutes a major threat to equal educational opportunity” (DarlingHammond, 2004, p. 1937). To further substantiate the claim of education inequality in high
poverty schools, in his book Students of Color and the Achievement Gap, Valencia (2015)
proposed a connection between poorly qualified teachers and their limitations. These limitations
contribute to poor academic outcomes for students, lending further support to the importance of
having highly qualified and competent teachers in all classrooms, especially for students living in
poverty.
To further illustrate the poverty crisis in the United States, in 2016, approximately 13.7
million U.S. children were living in poverty (McFarland et al., 2019). It is evident that a large
percentage of children enrolled in schools throughout the United States live in poverty.
Unfortunately, students of poverty enter school farther behind than students who are not poor
and have higher chances of dropping out of school (Hughes, Cao, West, Allee Smith, & Cerda,
2017). All students, whether they are socioeconomically disadvantaged or not, should have the
opportunity to succeed in school, and teacher practices should align with positive student
outcomes (Lekwa et al., 2019; Sheehan & Ball, 2011).
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Purpose Statement
There is a strong correlation between socioeconomic status and academic achievement;
therefore, it is imperative to improve educational practice to support the diverse demographics of
students in the United States. Jensen (2013a) advocated for making “classrooms relevant,
engaging, and full of affirming relationships” (p. 3) to keep students in school and help them
achieve significant academic success. Similarly, research indicates that when teachers increase
teacher-to-student interactions and student-to-student interactions, students are more engaged,
disruptive behaviors decrease, and student outcomes improve (Hirn et al., 2018). The present
study was designed to explore the instructional practices of exemplary teachers to understand
student engagement with students in poverty. Specifically, the purpose of this study was to
determine:
•

The challenges that teachers face in engaging students in poverty,

•

The instructional strategies and practices that teachers can implement to facilitate
students’ academic success,

•

How the three dimensions of engagement provide a construct for analyzing academic
achievement, and

•

What recommendations exemplary teachers have for future teachers.

Research Questions
The study explored the following research questions.
•

RQ1: What successful strategies are teachers using to support student engagement
among low-income students?

•

RQ2: What challenges do teachers encounter in increasing student engagement?
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•

RQ3: How do teachers measure success in developing student engagement strategies
among low-income students?

•

RQ4: What recommendations would teachers provide to incoming teachers to
promote a high level of engagement among low-income students?

Significance of the Study
This study strove to deepen stakeholders’ knowledge in the field of education and
analyze best practices for teaching students in poverty. Schools receive additional funding for
students who are economically disadvantaged or live in poverty. The passing of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) mandated the distribution of Title I funds to
school districts based on formulas that assess how many students are living in poverty (Murnane,
2007). It is legally mandated that schools use Title I funds constructively and commit to
implementing highly engaging strategies that will support positive outcomes for students living
in poverty.
To further address the needs of the economically disadvantaged student population in the
United States, it is necessary to investigate best practices for student engagement, providing
opportunities for optimal success. The available resources to help low-income families pay for
preschool, gain access to acceptable public schools, and gain financial access to college are
limited; therefore, it is essential to improve educational opportunities for students in poverty at
every level of education, from preschool through higher education (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011).
Underserved students deserve a quality education, and when teachers provide a caring learning
environment with high expectations, the chances for school completion and higher test scores
increase (Klem & Connell, 2004).
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Accordingly, children are entering school with different skillsets. Students with lower
socioeconomic status are “1.3 standard deviations lower than higher SES children in math skills,
nearly two-thirds of a standard deviation below in attention skills, and one-fourth of a standard
deviation worse in teacher-reported antisocial behavior” (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011, p. 48).
The findings of this study are aimed at supporting principals, teachers, and students by providing
a framework for implementing best practices for behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement
of students in poverty to improve positive educational outcomes.
Significance for principals. Principals are responsible for providing teachers with highquality professional development that will influence the way teachers implement curriculum.
Moreover, it is critical that principals are committed to learning and ensuring that the teachers at
their schools employ current research-based strategies. Additionally, as instructional leaders at
the school site, principals need to establish a positive learning environment for all stakeholders,
ensuring that students receive high-quality instruction (Klem & Connell, 2004). Principals can
use this study’s findings to improve teachers’ instructional practices.
Significance for teachers. The data support the assertion that many students come from
households that are living in poverty (Hirn et al., 2018). Significant research on student
engagement has revealed a direct correlation between student engagement and socioeconomic
status. This study will deepen teachers’ knowledge about teaching students of poverty and
provide best practices for student engagement. As a result, students’ behavior, motivation, and
academic achievement will improve.
Significance for students. Careful examination of pedagogical practices for teachers
working in high poverty neighborhoods will help to reduce school dropout and remediate
students’ disengagement and lack of motivation in school. Moreover, the consequences of
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students not engaging in their educational career can have a long-lasting negative impact on
students’ lives; the goal is to ensure students living in poverty receive a high-quality education to
achieve optimal choices at the end of their educational career. This study will promote best
practices for teachers, in turn benefiting students’ behavior, feelings toward school, and
cognitive abilities.
Significance for society. Student engagement can directly affect societal outcomes.
Students who experience a connection to school are more engaged in the learning process,
decreasing dropout rates. The research indicates a positive relationship between student active
engagement in school and academic achievement. Jensen (2013a) confirmed that student
engagement should be the core strategy to benefit students of low socioeconomic status. All
students, especially those who live in poverty, need teachers who provide quality education and
understand best practices in engaging students. The ultimate goal is to change students’
educational outcomes, which will directly affect the structures of society.
Assumptions of the Study
The assumptions in this phenomenological study were as follows:
•

The participants represent exemplary teachers in elementary school who are
implementing best practices for student engagement.

•

The participants were direct and honest in answering the interviewer’s questions.

•

The researcher had no inherent bias, and the questions were designed with the intent
to understand the best practices utilized by the participants.

•

There was no bias in interpreting the data and the researcher bracketed personal
experience from the study (Creswell, 2018).
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Limitations of the Study
There were inherent limitations to this study. It is important to acknowledge that this
study did not answer all the questions surrounding student engagement. Further research will
need to be conducted to explore a longitudinal effect, including student engagement in K-12
educational settings as well as higher education institutions.
Definition of Terms
The following terms are used frequently throughout this study.
•

Common Core State Standards (CCSS): The U.S. Department of Education (n.d.)
defines standards as the goals for what students should learn. Additionally, 46 states,
including the District of Columbia, are participating in the CCSS initiative. The goal
of the standards is to prepare students to be college and career ready.

•

English Language Learners (ELLs): Students who are learning to communicate
fluently in English and are typically from non-English speaking home environments
(Great Schools Partnership, 2013).

•

Hands-on: A term describing learning activities that are based on the constructivist
philosophy wherein students are learning while doing.

•

Heads-on: Students’ ability to concentrate and focus on absorbing academic
information, including a willingness to participate in learning activities and
preferences for challenging work (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012).

•

Project-based learning provides authentic activities that promote a deeper
understanding of the content (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012).

•

Self-regulatory strategies: Strategies students employ when learning that facilitate
academic achievement. For example, when students organize information, provide

14

intrinsic rewards or punishments to themselves, and review content by rereading
notes, they are employing self-regulatory strategies (Ablard & Lipschultz, 1998).
•

Student engagement: Engagement is multidimensional, involving emotion, behavior,
and cognition (Fredricks et al., 2004). Furthermore, student engagement considers
the amount of time students are on-task and learning academic content.

•

Title I Schools: Title I schools receive federal funds to supplement a school’s budget;
benefiting low-income students, and supporting students obtaining their educational
goals.

Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 began with data illustrating the current school climate. A significant number
of students are living in poverty nationwide, and in California, approximately half of all students
are socioeconomically disadvantaged. In addition to teaching students living in poverty, teachers
are challenged with increasing classroom demands, such as standards-based instruction, the need
to raise test scores, and creating classroom environments that engage and motivate students and
prevent school dropout.
Moreover, Chapter 1 discussed the three dimensions of student engagement. When
students exhibit school-like behaviors—including following the norms of the school,
concentrating in class, and participating in school-wide activities—engagement increases. A
student’s disposition and perceived sense of belonging or affective engagement also establish a
deeper level of commitment to school and learning (Groccia, 2018). The last dimension of
student engagement considers the cognitive activities that students employ to access content
knowledge. Moreover, motivated students display behaviors that support academic achievement
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and show resilience when challenged (Lin-Siegler et al., 2016). Student engagement is vital for
achieving positive outcomes in school.
Chapter 1 also introduced the significance of professional development. Principals need
to provide quality professional development to teachers in order to support the varying
challenges related to engaging students living in poverty and institutionalizing school-wide
behavior programs that will help students be safe at school. Principals are the instructional
leaders at the school site, and it is critical for leaders to foster a learning community for all
stakeholders, including teachers, parents, and students. Moreover, Chapter 1 included the
purpose of the study, the research questions utilized to guide the research, and the significance of
the study. This chapter concludes with the limitations and assumptions of the study and
definitions of terms that will facilitate understanding of the study.
Chapter 2 will provide a literature review on best practices for student engagement.
Chapter 3 will discuss the research methodology, research design, and data collection and
analysis. Chapter 4 will present the findings, and Chapter 5 will conclude the study with
recommendations to educators regarding best practices for engaging all students.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
It is challenging to define effective teaching, and the need for evidence-based research on
effective or exemplary teachers is critical to improving educational outcomes. Allington (2002)
confirmed that effective teachers are more important to student success than curriculum,
asserting that expertise is a key contributor to students’ achievement and educational needs.
Moreover, the skills needed to teach will change continually in response to current research, and
teachers must receive professional development in order to learn effective strategies that will
improve student outcomes (Aldahmash, Alshamrani, Alshaya, & Alsarrani, 2019; Donnelly,
2003). Research findings indicate that exemplary teaching and the pedagogical decisions
teachers make in engaging students living in poverty are vital to students’ learning outcomes.
Moreover, the specific characteristics of exemplary teachers—including enthusiasm for teaching,
having a deep understanding of curriculum, and maintaining positive relationships with
students—will produce better outcomes for students (Babbage, 2014; Gentry, Steenbergen-Hu,
& Choi, 2011; Munns, Hatton, & Gilbert, 2013).
This literature review investigates the characteristics of exemplary teachers, effective
professional development for teachers, the significance of pedagogical practices that support all
students, and the relationship between technology and 21st century skills. In addition, the
literature review addresses the characteristics of socioeconomically disadvantaged students and
concludes by discussing the adverse effects of students’ disengagement in school.
Exemplary Teachers
Exemplary teachers are influential in educating students and can change the trajectory of
students’ education (Devine, Fahie, & McGillicuddy, 2013, Taylor, 2002). Prior research has
defined an effective or exemplary teacher and his/her characteristics that promote academic
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success for all students (Allington, 2002; Duke, Cervetti, & Wise, 2016; Hativa, Barak, & Simhi,
2001; Taylor, 2002). Furthermore, summarizing the research that focuses specifically on
effective teachers’ characteristics and behaviors will provide a deeper understanding of
pedagogical practices to support students living in poverty.
Personal characteristics of effective teachers. Cruickshank and Haefele (2001)
described an effective teacher as exemplary, conscientious, detail-oriented, capable,
contemplative, diversity-responsive, and respected. Further research suggests that outstanding
teachers also recognize the importance of building relationships with students, including
attending extracurricular events and demonstrating a passion for content knowledge and the
teaching profession (Gentry et al., 2011). Stronge (2018) suggested that when considering the
elements of an effective teacher, “the focus is on the whole person who brings to the classroom
unique beliefs, values, attitudes, aspirations, motivation, knowledge, and skills, all rolled into
one – the teacher” (p. 3). There are many characteristics of effective teachers; however, it is also
necessary to consider the long-lasting impact teachers have on their students (Stronge, 2018).
To further illustrate teachers’ influence on their students, a mixed-methodological study
by Devine et al. (2013) analyzed a sample of six primary schools and six second level schools in
Ireland. The 12 participating schools were diverse in terms of gender and social class. In
addition, 126 teachers were observed, interviewed, and given a questionnaire encompassing 65
items categorized under teaching style, personal traits, differentiation, professionalism, and
student-teacher relationships. A 7-point Likert scale was used, and five factors using Eigenvalues
scores greater than 1 were identified. The results of the study indicated that exemplary teachers
exhibit the following five factors: (a) having a passion for teaching and learning, (b) possessing
social and moral dimensions (i.e., modeling positive conduct in the classroom), (c) being a
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reflective practitioner, (d) being effective at planning and managing learning, and (e) having a
love or passion for children and the ability to connect with students (Devine et al., 2013). This
research study confirmed the characteristics of effective teachers suggested by Cruickshank and
Haefele (2001) and Gentry et al. (2011), as mentioned previously.
Furthermore, Benekos’s (2016) study emphasized that effective college-level teachers
respect their students, are enthusiastic about teaching, have high expectations for students, are
professional, and have a love of learning themselves. The study further revealed that effective
teachers are passionate, engaging, and self-aware. The study aligns with the findings of Gentry et
al. (2011), confirming that effective teachers build relationships with students and are not only
enthusiastic about teaching, but also have a passion for educating students.
Similarly, Haberman (2018) considered six qualities that “star” (p. 6) teachers do not
possess that exemplify characteristics of exemplary teachers. The first characteristic is that star
teachers are indifferent regarding discipline. Haberman described three reasons for the
indifference: (a) star teachers understand that problems are part of teaching, and highly effective
teachers are needed to teach students who are affected by poverty or challenging home
environments; (b) star teachers structure the classroom activities around engaging interactions,
thereby preventing discipline issues; and (c) star teachers understand that students have varying
abilities and behaviors, and do not assign work that students cannot accomplish. Furthermore,
star teachers involve students in creating meaningful assignments.
The second characteristic that Haberman (2018) discussed is that star teachers do not
punish. Haberman concluded that punishments are ineffective. Instead, norms established by the
class promote justice and equity within the classroom community. When star teachers create a
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“form of shared governance between the teacher and the class” (Haberman, 2018, p. 23), they
circumvent the need for a punishment type system.
Homework is a widely discussed topic in research today; research findings indicate that
there are minimal academic benefits for students assigned additional schoolwork to complete at
home (Haberman, 2018; Marzano & Pickering, 2007). Thus, the third characteristic of star
teachers is that they do not assign homework. However, they find alternative approaches;
students plan what they need to do at home based on the classroom activities of the day
(Haberman, 2018).
The fourth characteristic is that star teachers do not “parent bash” (Haberman, 2018,
p. 24) or blame parents for their children’s lack of intelligence or bad behavior and are willing to
visit families, regardless of the type of neighborhood in which they live. In contrast, star teachers
desire to learn about the family and find ways to include parents, ensuring that parents are
partners in their children’s academic career (Haberman, 2018).
According to Haberman (2018), the fifth characteristic of star teachers is that they spend
minimal time on testing and grading and are more focused on effort, striving for students to
achieve their potential. The Kentucky Department of Education (2017) has supported the idea of
minimal testing, emphasizing that the purpose of assessment should be to revise teaching
practices to help students understand the academic content. Additionally, Devine et al. (2013)
noted that giving assessments was not a teaching priority; however, planning and managing
learning were characteristics of effective teachers.
Aligning with the findings from Allington (2002), the sixth characteristic of star teachers
suggests that they spend a significant amount of time on task, developing meaningful
assignments with students. Furthermore, Duke et al. (2016) confirmed that effective teachers
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engage students in more academic tasks, and more importantly, students spent more time on
those tasks. Allington further illustrated the importance of time spent on task, stating, “When
stuff dominates instructional time, warning flags should go up” (p. 742). He defined stuff as the
activities children are doing that are not directly related to academic learning (i.e., spending a
lengthy amount of time on activating prior knowledge). Extended time on task is critical to
becoming a proficient student.
The last characteristic that exemplifies star teachers is that they do not consider using
extrinsic rewards to reinforce behaviors. Haberman (2018) concluded that star teachers find it
more effective when students are intrinsically motivated and make an internal commitment to
learning. Ryan and Deci (2000) stated that “perhaps there is no single phenomenon that reflects
the positive potential of human nature as much as intrinsic motivation” (p. 70), confirming that
when students are intrinsically motivated, it increases their capacity to explore and learn.
Effective teaching strategies. The National Education Association published a report
titled Characteristics of Teachers who are Effective in Teaching All Children to Read (Taylor,
2002), which concluded that effective teachers provide instructional balance between skills and
strategies, provide opportunities for challenging discussions based on content, have coachingfocused classrooms where students receive feedback, and encourage self-regulating strategies
that promote independent learning. Taylor (2002) further indicated that effective teachers design
instruction that motivates students, develop active engagement activities, and have high
expectations for students. Moreover, effective teachers serve as facilitators in establishing
classroom rules with their students. They also work to build trusting relationships with their
students’ parents by communicating student progress to them regularly, and by encouraging
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parents to visit the classroom (Devine et al., 2013; Duta, Tomoaica, & Panisoara, 2015; Gentry et
al., 2011; Haberman, 2018; Taylor, 2002).
In addition to designing instruction that motivates and actively engages students, the
Kentucky Department of Education (2017) created teams to establish specific characteristics of
effective teaching. The teams identified “five factors necessary for effective teaching and
learning which include learning climate, classroom assessment and reflection, instructional rigor
and student engagement, instructional relevance, and knowledge of content” (p. 1). The first
factor to exemplify effective teaching involves the teacher establishing a learning environment
where students are motivated, that nurtures mutual respect, that provides opportunities for
collaborative activities, and that engages students. The second factor that illustrates effective
teaching involves the teacher being able to revise instructional strategies by analyzing
assessments and providing timely feedback to students. Next, effective teaching includes
instructional rigor; teachers scaffold instruction to help students develop problem-solving skills,
create meaningful and challenging learning opportunities, and integrate a variety of resources to
engage students. Moreover, instructional relevance is critical, and when teachers design learning
experiences in which mistakes are part of the learning process, it creates an optimal learning
environment. To conclude, effective teachers have in-depth knowledge of content and
understand how to teach the content, attend ongoing professional development, teach to the
standards, and have a repertoire of instructional tools and strategies (Kentucky Department of
Education, 2017), further supporting the findings of the research conducted by Benekos (2016),
Devine et al. (2013), Gentry et al. (2011), and Haberman (2018).
Allington (2002) further noted that students are more engaged when teachers foster
student-to-student and teacher-to-student discussions. Babbage’s (2014) study elaborated on this
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finding, stating that effective teachers challenge not only themselves but also students by
utilizing various strategies such as discussion to emphasize active engagement. Additionally,
effective teachers are passionate and reassuring, and connect learning with students’ current life
perspectives. Hativa et al.’s (2001) study explained that effective teachers have complex and
high-level views about teaching (including reasoning and decision-making skills) and use
schemas for effective teaching.
In 2016 and 2017, Duke et al. concluded that exemplary teachers do not waste time, have
clear routines, teach at a brisk pace, and provide engaging lessons that support on-task behavior,
aligning with the research results obtained by Allington (2002) and Haberman (2018).
Furthermore, Duke et al.’s (2016, 2017) findings suggest that exemplary teachers also make
extensive use of small group, whole group, and individualized one-on-one support to help
students engage effectively with content. Additionally, exemplary teachers teach equitably,
modulating instruction based on the students’ needs to achieve academic success, substantiating
the importance of not wasting time, and establishing clear routines to support students’ needs.
Allington (2002) used data from a 10-year study that observed first and fourth-grade teachers and
concluded that exemplary teachers spent up to 90% of the day teaching on task, used appropriate
texts, and applied active instruction pedagogy, establishing the significance of continued
research in verifying specific characteristics of effective teaching.
The literature reviewed thus far indicated that highly effective or exemplary teachers
create learning environments where students are engaged actively in challenging tasks, and
where there is mutual respect and trust between the teacher and the student (Allington, 2002;
Devine et al., 2013; Duke et al., 2016, 2017; Duta et al., 2015; Gentry et al., 2011; Haberman,
2018; Taylor, 2002). To further summarize the characteristics of effective teachers, they are

23

influential and have the potential to create long-lasting impact on students’ lives, they are
passionate, and they motivate students to engage actively in school (Devine et al., 2013; Duke et
al., 2016, 2017; Kentucky Department of Education, 2017; Stronge, 2018; Taylor, 2002). This
study will benefit leadership teams at school sites by helping them understand the characteristics
of exemplary teachers and their impact on engaging students in poverty.
Professional Development
In 2018 in the United States, 3.2 million full-time teachers were teaching in public
schools, and .5 million were teaching in private schools, educating a total of 56.6 million
students (National Center for Educational Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, n.d.a). A
substantial body of research indicates that teacher professional development can improve the
quality of education, which would directly affect 56.6 million students’ educational outcomes
each year (Christie, 2009; Desimone, 2011; Edwards et al., 2019; Makovec, 2018; Wassermann,
2009). Understanding what successful professional development is and the necessary
components thereof will further support and develop exemplary teachers.
Professional development is defined as intentional, systematic learning opportunities for
teachers to change their behavior, shift their principles, and utilize new teaching techniques to
benefit students’ outcomes (Kalinowski et al., 2019; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2007;
Wassermann, 2009). Additional research further defines professional development as
opportunities for teachers to acquire and refine pedagogical practice to become better educators
(Abramovich & Miedijensky, 2019; Phillips, 2008). Furthermore, Miguel (2019) proposed that
the goal of professional development is to teach strategies that increase teachers’ knowledge,
capabilities, and effectiveness in teaching, shifting teaching practices to improve academic
achievement for students.
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Professional development can be delivered in various forms, including university classes,
conferences, workshops, online, or on-site programs to provide teachers with tools necessary to
improve instruction (Dunst & Raab, 2010; Parsons et al., 2019; Wasserman & Migdal, 2019).
The delivery is one consideration when designing professional development. Desimone (2011)
suggested that useful professional development should be social, interactive, and focused on
content and how to deliver the content to ensure students’ understanding of the curriculum.
Desimone further explained that when teachers are engaged actively in activities such as
observing, being observed, or analyzing student work, professional development is more
effective. Furthermore, Desimone recommended that professional development align with
district, state, and federal policies, and that the duration should be at least 20 hours or more per
year, noting that professional development is more effective when teachers work in teams and
build community.
Beijaard, Verloop, and Vermunt (2000) identified three specific areas in which teachers
need to be experts: content, pedagogy, and didacticism. These areas support the idea that
professional development can prepare teachers to understand the subject matter and learn
instructional strategies that improve student outcomes (Abramovich & Miedijensky, 2019;
Desimone, 2011; Phillips, 2008; Wasserman & Migdal, 2019). To further illustrate teachers’
roles in becoming experts, Hirsch and Killion (2009) concluded that “principles, or powerful
beliefs that underlie actions, are essential to sustained system and school improvement” (p. 465).
Additionally, successful improvements are associated with learning, directly affecting educators
and students. To further illustrate the importance of successful improvements and sustaining
school improvement, Hirsch and Killion emphasized eight principles to drive transformational
instructional practices further to improve student learning:

25

•

Principles affect ideas, discussions, and actions. For transformation to occur, there
must be open communication. It is essential for leaders to trust their team and lead
with integrity, ensuring teachers feel safe to experiment with new ideas during
professional development and focus on becoming better educators.

•

Diversity enhances an organization and strengthens the results. Diversity needs to be
incorporated into professional development, deepening the collaborative experience
among the participants. Diversity includes race, gender orientation, socioeconomic
status, ethnicity, family structure, and language. Leaders need to make decisions
about professional development, which will incorporate diverse thinking and
discussions that integrate varying perspectives and practices.

•

Leaders need to foster competence at the school site, helping team members to lead
and learn. In order for transformation to occur, leaders need to commit to providing
support to teachers, ensuring that they have the knowledge and skills to create
change. Leaders need to develop teams that take the initiative to make educational
decisions, building the capacity of all members of the organization.

•

Results happen when leaders have large-scale goals. It is imperative to have
substantial goals, accountability, and high expectations for accomplishing the
objectives set forth.

•

Professional development needs to stay focused on learning. Schools improve when
educators focus and work together to achieve academic success for students.

•

Evaluation will improve results. It is critical that professional development is
evaluated during the process to ensure that educators’ knowledge and behaviors are
changing to improve student success.
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•

School communities need to utilize teacher expertise. Sharing the staff’s knowledge
and expertise benefits the students. Professional development is a collective process;
everyone learns from each other.

•

Collaboration facilitates responsibility for developing student learning. When
educators work together, sharing ideas and planning lessons, students benefit.

The eight principles suggested by Hirsch and Killion (2009) further support the research
conducted by Abramovich and Miedijensky (2019), confirming the importance of professional
development to help teachers become better educators and build teacher expertise. Furthermore,
professional development increases knowledge and capabilities, and when school site leaders
establish large-scale goals, foster competence and a willingness to incorporate diversity, adopt
collaboration practices, and develop open communication policies, professional development
will improve the quality of teaching at the school, further enhancing teacher expertise (Dunst &
Raab, 2010; Miguel, 2019; Parsons et al., 2019). Similarly, Makovec (2018) emphasized the
importance of teachers committing to personal and professional growth, lending support to the
principle that professional development needs to stay focused on learning and committed focus
produces long-term results (Hirsch & Killion, 2009).
Professional development has a powerful influence on teaching practices that benefit
students’ academic success. Moreover, Learning Forward (2019), a professional organization
committed to professional development, supports educators in developing and implementing
quality professional learning opportunities for schools to influence positive, long-term change for
students’ academic success. Learning Forward’s mission, which aligns with Hirsch and Killion’s
(2009) philosophy, articulates five key beliefs regarding professional development:
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1. For students to learn, teachers must receive professional development that develops
their effectiveness.
2. Teachers are obligated to improve their teaching practice.
3. Students will succeed academically when teachers have collective ownership for
students’ learning.
4. Competent leaders build a climate where learning is incorporated and sustained.
5. School systems dedicate continual learning opportunities for all stakeholders
(Learning Forward, 2019).
Professional development helps improve the quality of education. Systematically increasing
educators’ knowledge benefits the students they teach.
Models of professional development. Two different models of professional
development align with the aforementioned eight principles proposed by Hirsch and Killion
(2009) and the beliefs of Learning Forward (2019). The AAA program and Pisgah centers can
guide school leaders to connect theory to effective classroom practice.
AAA professional development. Tanguay, Bhatnagar, Barker, and Many (2018)
developed a framework for professional development in teacher preparation programs that
include: “(a) awareness, (b) action, and (c) alignment” (p. 89). Known as the AAA program, this
framework embraces the philosophy that in order for teachers to have an impact on schools with
learners from diverse ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds, they need to know the
content and have an understanding of diversity and the intrinsic relationship between learning
and teaching (Milner, 2010).
Awareness. The first component addresses the importance of teachers developing selfawareness, including an awareness of bias and mindset, both of which influence curricular
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decisions (Jennings, 2007). Awareness also focuses on new teachers “developing cultural and
sociolinguistic consciousness” (Tanguay et al., 2018, p. 90). Thus, professional development
needs to “include specific topics on cultural, linguistic, and racial diversity” (p. 90).
Sociolinguistics is the study of language, including social factors such as gender and
socioeconomic status. Furthermore, Tanguay et al.’s (2018) findings confirmed that faculty
members of teacher preparation programs need support to include awareness regarding topics of
diversity. Faculty should participate in professional development to understand their beliefs and
biases that might diminish the effectiveness of multicultural teacher preparation programs
(Assaf, Garza, & Battle, 2010).
Action. The second component of the AAA framework established by Tanguay et al.
(2018) is action, which emphasizes the importance of teacher educators having the knowledge
and aptitude to demonstrate effective practices for teaching diverse students successfully. Action
also includes preparing preservice teachers for educating ELLs, planning for instruction,
modeling differentiation techniques, and understanding the different levels of language
proficiency. Santangelo and Tomlinson’s (2012) study emphasized the need for teacher
candidates to have faculty members model differentiation strategies that translate theory into
classroom practice. Likewise, action incorporates the importance of mentorship; mentors can
guide new teachers toward an equitable education approach, supporting differentiated
instructional practice (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005).
Alignment. The last component of the AAA framework is alignment. Studies have
demonstrated that alignment occurs when all stakeholders—including faculty and mentor
teachers—have similar goals (Keehn & Martinez, 2006; Téllez, 2008). Tanguay et al. (2018)
concluded that when there is congruence between program goals, pedagogical practices improve.
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Applying the AAA professional development framework is essential to improving
educational practices. The aforementioned eight principles suggested by Hirsch and Killion’s
(2009) study illustrate the importance of diversity, professional learning, team building, and high
standards for the teaching profession. Leaders at the school site need to develop cultural and
pedagogical awareness by engaging in conversations and creating opportunities to read and
reflect upon current research (Tanguay et al., 2018). Furthermore, effective leaders maintain a
culture that inspires teachers to learn and ensure that training aligns with state and district
standards. Moreover, Learning Forward (2019) emphasizes the importance of high-quality
professional development to improve instructional practices, because when teachers are aware,
take action, and align instruction with standards, students’ results improve (Tanguay et al.,
2018).
Pisgah centers. The second professional development model confirms the importance
and primary purpose of professional development: providing teachers with tools and skills to
increase their knowledge and benefit students (Wasserman & Migdal, 2019). In Israel, the
Ministry of Education’s Department for Teaching Staff Development has established staff
development centers known as Pisgah (summit) centers that are responsible for delivering
professional development to teachers. Continuity is a fundamental principle guiding the centers’
philosophy. The centers’ purpose is to provide continued learning, increase knowledge, and
establish teachers’ professional skills. The professional development programs offered at the
Pisgah centers include seminars, discussion groups, and training programs to deepen teachers’
pedagogical practice (Wasserman & Migdal, 2019). The centers also offer ongoing support to
teachers and informal classroom observations to improve teaching skills.
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Currently in the United States, funding for teacher learning programs has been focused on
minimally effective professional development models, i.e., “short-term workshops that research
suggests are unlikely to influence teaching practice and student outcomes” (Wei, DarlingHammond, & Adamson, 2010, p. 1). In their report, Professional Development in the United
States: Trends and Challenges, Wei et al. (2010) discussed qualities of professional development
that would be more effective in improving teacher knowledge and practice and yielding better
student outcomes. The results in the report align with the Pisgah center model, confirming that
professional development needs to:
•

Provide teachers with specific content and pedagogy to teach effectively;

•

Align with standards;

•

Engage in active learning pedagogy;

•

Offer continual, intensive support;

•

Use assessment to inform teaching and learning;

•

Use coaching and observation for feedback; and

•

Establish collaborative learning communities (Wei et al., 2010).

Both models for professional development—AAA and the Pisgah centers—suggest
critical components for successful professional development. Awareness of current research,
active learning by participants, alignment with standards, and continual guidance through a
coaching model will positively affect teacher performance. Furthermore, both of these models
correlate directly with the eight principles established by Hirsch and Killion (2009) and the
beliefs articulated in Learning Forward’s (2019) professional development framework. It is
necessary to measure the success of professional development in order to determine its
effectiveness.
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Measuring the effectiveness of professional development. Professional development is
costly, and if policymakers or state leaders are going to fund professional development, they
should ensure that such training will improve instructional practice (Christie, 2009; Wei et al.,
2010). Additionally, policymakers demand that professional development be evaluated in order
to measure its effectiveness (Christie, 2009). Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2007) developed a
four-level process for evaluating training—reaction, learning, behavior, and results—to justify
funding for training, or more importantly, determine how to enhance training programs for the
future.
The first level, reaction, measures the participants’ feedback regarding the training. In
schools, teachers are often required to attend professional development, and positive reactions
can correlate with learning (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2007). Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick
(2007) recommended the following guidelines when creating a reaction sheet: (a) list eight to 15
elements needing feedback, (b) design a quantifiable form using a Likert scale, (c) conclude the
reaction sheet with an open-ended question asking for comments, (d) make sure the reaction
sheet is anonymous, and (e) aim for 100% participation. In short, utilizing reaction sheets and
reading the comments can improve professional development.
Although it is necessary to measure participants’ reactions, the organization National
Staff Development Council (2001) developed a report, Standards for Staff Development, and
considered that evaluation must also include measuring whether or not teachers acquire new
skills, how the new information directly affects teaching and student learning, and lastly, how the
professional development affected the culture of the school. To measure whether or not teachers
acquire new skills, the second level of Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick’s (2007) model, learning, is
critical.
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Accordingly, Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2007) defined learning as “the extent to which
participants change attitudes, improve knowledge, or increase skill as a result of attending the
training program” (p. 22). Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick recommended using pretest and posttest
surveys because this is the most practical method to measure whether or not teachers improve
knowledge and skills to increase student achievement. The guidelines when developing the
pretest and posttest are as follows. The tests: (a) should address the objectives of the program
ensuring that the information and skills were learned; (b) should be not be excessive in length,
should use a variety of test items including “agree or disagree, true or false, multiple choice, or
matching” (p. 49); and (c) should use appropriate language for the participants. Evaluations
allow for constructive feedback and can enhance future trainings to improve high-quality
instruction.
The third level, behavior, measures whether or not change has occurred (Kirkpatrick &
Kirkpatrick, 2007). Since the goal of professional development is to modify teaching behavior,
Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2007) discussed four conditions necessary for behavior change to
occur. The first is the willingness or desire to change teaching practices. The second is that the
teacher must learn the skills needed to improve instruction and implement the new strategies.
The third condition is to conduct professional development in an encouraging, positive climate,
motivating teachers to change. The last condition is that the teachers should be rewarded for
improving their teaching practices. Although offering monetary rewards is challenging because
of budget constraints, teachers can receive intrinsic rewards and recognition to acknowledge the
improvement of instructional practice to benefit student outcomes.
The last level of Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick’s (2007) four-level evaluation model is
results. Student achievement is often measured by standardized assessments, and when teachers
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attend professional development to improve instruction, test scores are used to measure the
results. Further research indicates the importance of evaluation; in 2009, Christie investigated 11
states using evaluation for professional development: Arkansas, Iowa, Maryland, New Mexico,
Florida, Indiana, Montana, Maine, Wyoming, New Hampshire, and Oregon. More specifically,
New Mexico, Florida, Maryland, and New Mexico have adopted the National Staff Development
Council’s standards for professional development, ensuring that high-quality professional
development directly affects student achievement, and that evaluation methods are used to
measure the overall effectiveness of professional development (Christie, 2009; Hirsh & Killion,
2009; Wei et al., 2010).
Professional development is critical in developing and supporting exemplary teachers,
and the scope of this research will inform teachers about the standards for professional
development and the importance of improving instructional practice. Furthermore, when
professional development changes teachers’ behavior, the potential for positive student outcomes
increases for the 56.6 million students enrolled in schools across the United States (National
Center for Educational Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, n.d.a), directly affecting
students in poverty. Teachers need to commit to continually refining their practice, aligning
curriculum with standards, and improving pedagogical practice by participating in high-quality
professional development (Abramovich & Miedjensky, 2019; Learning Forward, 2019; Phillips,
2008; Tanguay et al., 2018).
Pedagogical Practices for Increasing Student Engagement
Teachers face a variety of obstacles in teaching students with diverse needs, including
academic challenges and socioeconomic factors that are inherent in all classrooms. Furthermore,
exemplary teachers are concerned with adopting responsive pedagogy to teach culturally diverse
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students and identifying strategies to close the achievement gap in schools (Finn & Rock, 1997;
Hernandez, 2011; Hirn et al., 2018; Murnane, 2007; Santamaría, 2009). As a result, research
indicates that the most effective teaching practices acknowledge all learners in the classroom
community, and teaching practices need to integrate pedagogies that address the academic,
socioeconomic, and cultural diversity that mirrors the diversity in our country and global society
(Santamaría, 2009). This study discusses cooperative learning, project-based learning,
motivation, and technology engagement to understand best pedagogical practices for all students
and ultimately to increase student engagement with the potential of improving academic
outcomes.
Cooperative Learning. Cooperative learning is a researched-based strategy defined as
an active pedagogical practice in which students are working in mixed-level groups (students at
varying ability levels) and all group members work to manage the learning in order to achieve a
collective goal (Gillies, 2014; Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Nair & Sanai, 2018; Springer, Stanne,
& Donovan, 1999). When group members work toward a common goal, the reciprocal
relationship among the group members increases academic achievement and participation in
more sophisticated discussions, decreasing interruptions when students make oral contributions
(Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Herrmann, 2013). The point of cooperative learning is to promote
cognition and socialization skills (Devi, Musthafa, & Gustine, 2015; Gillies & Boyle, 2010;
Karacop & Diken, 2017). Research has identified significant benefits to implementing
cooperative learning strategies in kindergarten through college-level classrooms (Gillies, 2014).
There is strong evidence documenting the social and academic benefits of cooperative
learning activities (Devi et al., 2015; Emmer & Gerwels, 2002; Gillies, 2014; Gillies & Boyle,
2010; Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Raviv, Cohen, & Aflalo, 2017). The social benefits relate to
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principles Vygotsky’s (1978) principles indicating that when students are interacting socially
with their peers, their cognitive understanding increases, and the social environment directly
influences the learning process (Lange, Costley, & Han, 2016; Nair & Sanai, 2018; Neutzling,
Pratt, & Parker, 2019). To further explain the importance of social interactions with peers, a
specific concept developed by Vygotsky (1978), the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
illustrates the benefit of students working together. “When a state of disequilibrium may occur,
cooperative-based learning can create the conditions for a zone to develop that allow the
struggling learner to comprehend new information with the assistance of the facilitator or others
in the group” (Clapper, 2015, p. 152). Positive relationships with group members must be in
place in order for the zone to work effectively for all group members, and teaching students
social skills can promote higher levels of achievement and positive relationships among group
members (Clapper, 2015; Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Lange et al., 2016; Tsay & Brady, 2010).
To further illustrate the benefits of cooperative learning and socialization, Gillies and Boyle
(2010) stated that the classroom is a “far happier and more enjoyable place for the students to
be” (p. 935) when students are working in cooperative groups, emphasizing that social and intergroup relationships develop in cooperative learning groups (Gillies, 2014).
Further research has confirmed the educational benefits of cooperative learning (Emmer
& Gerwels, 2002; Hsiung, 2012). In a study conducted by Raviv et al. (2017), students perceived
that cooperative learning benefited them by offering them an in-depth understanding of the
content and a greater sense of satisfaction. Additional research established that when students are
participating actively in group work, it has a positive relationship with students’ academic
success; moreover, the pedagogy behind cooperative learning is a strong predictor of academic
performance (Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Tsay & Brady, 2010). As a result, when students
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experience working cooperatively, struggling students improve academically and the
collaborative experience promotes a positive attitude toward other students (Gillies, 2010). To
summarize, the premise for the increase in academic performance is that “cooperative efforts are
inherently more complex than individual efforts because groups members must concentrate on
both taskwork and teamwork, whereas those working alone need concentrate only on taskwork”
(Hsiung, 2012, p. 132). Cooperative learning promotes academic success for all group
members.
In addition to the social and academic benefits, motivation increases for students when
learning cooperatively as well (Devi et al., 2015; Gillies, 2014; Johnson & Johnson, 1999,
Justice et al., 2007; Machemer & Crawford, 2007; Nair & Sanai, 2018; Swanson et al., 2017).
Further research indicates that collaborative opportunities motivate and inspire students and have
compelling effects on academic achievement, socialization, personal development, and
motivation (Gillies, 2014; Nair & Sanai, 2018). Two types of motivation are considered when
analyzing the benefits of cooperative learning: intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Swanson et al.,
2017). Cooperative learning improves intrinsic motivation; students inherently want to do well
on assignments and assessments. Similarly, students are more extrinsically motivated when
working in small groups and will put forth more effort to achieve in front of classmates
(Swanson et al., 2017). Therefore, when students are responsible for another person’s success,
they will be more motivated to work hard in a cooperative learning group (Neutzling et al., 2019;
Swanson et al., 2017).
Student engagement also increases during cooperative learning (Emmer & Gerwels,
2002; Gillies, 2014; Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Herrmann, 2013; Johnson & Johnson, 2009;
Neutzling et al., 2019; Swanson et al., 2017). To further illustrate the relationship between
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cooperative learning and student engagement, Swanson et al. (2017) emphasized that cooperative
learning improves student engagement, increases students’ knowledge, and ultimately improves
course grades, confirming the academic benefits of cooperative learning. Furthermore,
embedding collaborative learning activities fosters student engagement by providing
opportunities for open communication between teachers and students, promoting problemsolving strategies and cooperative investigation, and helping students feel supported and secure
in the school environment (Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Johnson & Johnson, 2003; Roseth, Johnson,
& Johnson, 2008).
Although cooperative learning has many benefits, social loafing is a concerning potential
negative consequence of cooperative learning. In social loafing, “one or more students rely on
the rest of the group to carry them” (Lange et al., 2016, p. 264). Social loafers tend to contribute
little to the group’s effort (Onwuegbuzie, Collins, & Jiao, 2009; Voyles, Bailey, & Durik, 2015).
When educators are aware of this phenomenon, teachers can reduce social loafing and improve
the group’s overall effectiveness (Voyles et al., 2015). Researchers have identified several
strategies to prevent social loafing during cooperative learning, including having enough tasks
for all group members, incorporating student accountability, ensuring clarity among group
members with regard to group goals, and making sure all members take responsibility for the
outcome (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009; Voyles et al., 2015). Further
research recommends assessing students based on individual learning goals (which does not
conflict with the principles of cooperative learning), as well as promoting group cohesion by
utilizing smaller cooperative groups (Herrmann, 2013; Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Swanson et al.,
2017). Students are less likely to participate in social loafing when teachers closely monitor
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groups, ensuring collaboration and equal participation by all group members (Johnson &
Johnson, 2009).

Types of cooperative learning. Three specific examples of cooperative learning
(formal, informal, and base groupings) support the social and academic benefits of this practice,
enhancing student motivation and engagement in academic tasks (Johnson & Johnson, 1999;
Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2008; Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Lange et al., 2016). In formal
cooperative groupings, students work on tasks over extended periods to accomplish learning
goals (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Lange et al., 2016). Johnson et al. (2008) proposed that
teachers employ specific strategies to support the successful implementation of formal
groupings, including (a) deciding on the objectives of the particular lesson being taught, (b)
clarifying the tasks that students will be learning, (c) observing and monitoring students while
working cooperatively, and (d) assessing the performance of the learning groups. When the
teacher’s efforts support formal groupings, students will apply more effort to achieve (Johnson &
Johnson, 1999).
In the second type of cooperative learning, informal, students are working for shorter
periods (Lange et al., 2016; Tsay & Brady, 2010). Students are engaging in focused discussions
ranging from 2-15 minutes throughout the lesson, strengthening their ability to cognitively
process the academic content (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). Additionally, informal cooperative
groupings support students retaining information (Tran & Lewis, 2012), and when students are
participating actively, academic performance increases (Lange et al., 2016). Johnson and
Johnson (2009) claimed that the purpose of informal groupings is for the students to focus on
academic tasks, ensuring that “students cognitively process the material being taught” (p. 374).
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The last type of cooperative learning is base groups. Base groups meet for more extended
periods, and the heterogeneous groupings reinforce, encourage, and sustain academic progress
and promote cognitive and social accountability (Johnson et al., 2008). Furthermore, base groups
meet regularly during the academic year and have three to four members in each group.
Members support each other with homework, academic tasks, and social or emotional problems
that are commonly encountered in a school environment (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). Due to the
long-term goals of the groupings, an additional benefit is that they provide the necessary
structure for students to develop long-lasting peer relationships that influence consistent efforts
to do well in school (Johnson & Johnson, 1999).
In brief, cooperative learning is gestalt in nature (i.e., the whole is more than the sum of
its parts); on a regular instructional day, students will begin with a base group meeting to review
homework or other academic tasks. The teacher will then provide a lesson implementing
informal cooperative learning strategies. Following the lesson, the teacher will employ a formal
type of cooperative group lesson, and toward the end of the day, the base groups reconvene,
providing an opportunity to discuss the content learned (Johnson & Johnson, 2009).
Cooperative learning approaches. Cooperative learning approaches are useful in
fostering interactions for students with different learning styles; when students have
opportunities to contribute to group work by accomplishing tasks and sharing ideas, participation
increases (Çolak, 2015; Devi et al., 2016). The instructional methods that teachers employ to
assure deep learning and academic success for students are essential, and cooperative learning is
becoming a dominant instructional pedagogy worldwide (Çolak, 2015; Johnson & Johnson,
2009). For this research, two approaches will be discussed: the jigsaw method and think-pairshare.
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Jigsaw approach. Karacop and Diken (2017) described the jigsaw method as a teaching
practice in which students have two specific responsibilities: learning the material and teaching
the material to others. Kolanczyk and Arif (2017) explained the basic concepts of the jigsaw
method thusly:
Learning material is divided into segments. Students are assigned one segment to learn as
the “expert” and given adequate time to become familiar with their assignment. During
class, students form “expert” groups with other students who were assigned the same
material. The expert group discusses and teaches each other the main points of their
assigned material before assembling into jigsaw groups. In the jigsaw groups, each
student represents a different segment and teaches their fellow group members. (p. 2)
The goal of the jigsaw method is for each contributing member to understand his/her
segment and teach the material clearly to other students; by becoming an active listeners and
teachers, students are better able to retain the content being learned (Devi et al., 2015; Kolanczyk
& Arif, 2017; Tran & Lewis, 2012). Analysis of several research studies suggests numerous
benefits to the jigsaw method (Karacop & Diken, 2017; Kolanczyk & Arif, 2017; Phillips &
Fusco, 2015; Tran & Lewis, 2012). Students show improved academic success when utilizing the
jigsaw method and make significant gains in knowledge and skills (Karacop & Diken, 2017;
Tran & Lewis, 2012). Furthermore, the variety of learning experiences increases participation,
and when students have an opportunity to master content before teaching it to the jigsaw group,
their confidence increases (Kolanczyk & Arif, 2017; Karacop & Diken, 2017). In addition to
academic gains, students also develop a positive attitude toward learning (Tran & Lewis, 2012).
Think-pair-share. Think-pair-share (TPS) is a collaborative brainstorming strategy that
provides students an opportunity to first think independently and then share with others
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(Kaddoura, 2013; Li, Wu, & Lin, 2019; Rahayu & Suningsih, 2018). More specifically, Hamdan
(2017) described each component of TPS. In the first step, the thinking step, the teacher poses a
problem or a question related to a topic, and then gives students time to think independently to
solve or answer the question. In the second step, the pairing step, two students are paired up and
asked to exchange ideas to reach a common solution. The last step, the sharing step, has two
options for implementation. Students can pair up with another couple or share their ideas with
the whole class. As with the jigsaw method, there are many benefits to the TPS strategy.
TPS provides students with active opportunities to engage in learning activities and
increases participation in academic tasks (Groccia, 2018; Hamdan, 2017; Kaddoura, 2013; Lange
et al., 2016; Li et al., 2019). As a result of students having independent thinking time, students
can process information at a deeper level (Hamdan, 2017). Furthermore, TPS promotes critical
thinking and problem-solving skills by asking students to consider other points of view and
inviting them to change their position upon consideration of further evidence (Devi et al., 2015;
Hamden, 2017; Kaddoura, 2013). An additional benefit of TPS is that it develops communication
skills, boosting learners’ confidence and reducing their anxiety when answering questions
(Hamden, 2017; Li et al., 2019). Both the jigsaw strategy and TPS are cooperative strategies that
promote positive learning outcomes (Herrmann, 2013). This study will help teachers understand
the implications of implementing cooperative learning strategies with all learners, therefore
enhancing academic achievement for students in poverty.
Project-based learning. Project-based learning (PBL) or the inquiry approach is a
pedagogical practice that offers a compelling way to cultivate students’ interest in the learning
process as a result of students solving authentic problems or real-world tasks and working on
extended projects that facilitate collaborative learning (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Fox, 2012;
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Bell, 2010; Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Chen & Yang, 2019; English & Kitsantas, 2013; Fifolt &
Morgan, 2019; Gültekin, 2005; Panasan & Nuangchalerm, 2010). In PBL, students are actively
engaged in learning curriculum concepts through a project, deepening their understanding of the
content and improving metacognitive skills by formulating plans and presenting their findings to
an audience (Bell, 2010; Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Fifolt & Morgan, 2019). Students become
researchers and problem-solvers, developing higher-order thinking skills (Gültekin, 2005).
Additionally, PBL promotes 21st-century skills by sparking creativity, supporting a collaborative
approach, and engaging students in critical thinking opportunities (U.S. Department of Education
& Office of Technology, 2017).
Implementation of project-based learning. The research highlights a specific process for
implementing PBL, which starts with a driving question that inspires the activities that the
students will do and concludes with a final project that addresses the essential question
(Blumenfeld et al., 1991). Student choice is fundamental for PBL, and with the teacher’s support
in structuring activities to increase motivation, students conduct research integrating reading,
math, writing, science, and history to explore real-world situations (Bell, 2010; English &
Kitsantas, 2013). Furthermore, students design their inquiry process, and by planning and
organizing their research, they are incorporating a multitude of learning strategies, increasing
their motivation to learn (Bell, 2010). During this initial phase of PBL, students receive feedback
and guidance from the teacher to develop the driving question, make connections to previously
learned information, and establish what the students need to know in order to be successful
(English & Kitsantas, 2013; Mergendoller, Maxwell, & Bellisimo, 2006).
The next step in PBL is the inquiry phase. Students are researching during this phase,
gathering information to solve the problems created by the driving question (English &
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Kitsantas, 2013; Mergendoller et al., 2006). To conduct the research, students are utilizing
information from the internet, books, videos, and guest speakers to develop insights surrounding
the topic (English & Kitsantas, 2013) and establishing self-regulating strategies that engage them
in the learning process metacognitively, motivationally, and behaviorally (Zimmerman, 1989).
Students are developing responsibility, monitoring their progress, and focusing intently on
researching information related to the goals, further cultivating self-regulated learning
(Cantalini-Williams et al., 2015: Chen & Yang, 2019; Condliffe et al., 2017; Fifolt & Morgan,
2019). To conclude this phase of PBL, teachers offer students constructive feedback on their
findings and students revise their work as necessary (English & Kitsantas, 2013).
During the last phase of PBL, students have an opportunity to share their project (English
& Kitsantas, 2013). More specifically, Bell (2010) proposed that students select a specific target
audience, “ranging from their peers, to the principal, to their parents” (p. 40), highlighting the
importance of being accountable to an authentic audience. The benefits of this last phase of PBL
is that students reflect on the learning goals and process, and when they share their project or
findings, they “discuss the rationale, receive feedback, and compare their findings and processes
to those of other students, as well as to standards” (English & Kitsantas, 2013, p. 143). Some
examples of final projects include a public service announcement, a poster session, a pin-up
session, or a gallery walk (English & Kitsantas, 2013; Kolodner et al., 2003). For example, a
public service announcement might be a video bringing awareness to a specific problem (English
& Kitsantas, 2013); a poster session would highlight the procedure, results, and interpretation of
the results; and a pin-up session would include the students sharing the overall design and
justification for the design decisions (Kolodner et al., 2003). Lastly, in a gallery walk, the
students have an opportunity to “show off something they have constructed, focusing their
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presentation on what they were trying to accomplish, and what they did to accomplish that”
(Kolodner et al., 2003, p. 524). During the sharing phase, students continue to learn from their
peers by observing how they approach a problem and by receiving feedback after the
presentation (English & Kitsantas, 2013).
Although numerous benefits have been discussed in the previous section, it is vital to
illustrate specific benefits of PBL. PBL is an approach that meets the CCSS’s goal of developing
a comprehensive approach of students’ knowledge of subject matter disciplines (Blumenfeld et
al., 1991; Polman, 2014). Additionally, students who are socially and academically engaged in
school are more motivated in school, increasing their probability of graduating from high school
(Balfanz et al., 2012; Bell, 2010; Revelle, 2019). More specifically, Fifolt and Morgan (2019),
Bell (2010), and Revelle (2019) proposed that PBL benefits students from diverse backgrounds
because it provides an opportunity for students to draw from their personal experiences and
develop 21st century skills. It also helps students become “productive members of a global
society” (Bell, 2010, p. 43). Similarly, PBL creates independent and critical thinkers and learners
by giving students responsibility for their learning and the opportunity to solve complex
problems (Bell, 2010; English & Kitsantas, 2013). PBL also increases academic success and
helps students find learning more enjoyable (Gültekin, 2005).
Similar to cooperative learning, there are challenges to implementing PBL successfully.
PBL requires teachers to shift their practices; they must change their perceptions of classroom
control and let students have more ownership over their learning (Condliffe et al., 2017,
Kolodner et al., 2003; Nariman & Chrispeels, 2015; Parsons, Metzger, Askew, & Carswell,
2010). More specifically, when implementing PBL pedagogy, it can be challenging for teachers
to regulate students’ behavior, manage students’ ability to work collaboratively, and ensure all
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students participate in group projects (Parsons et al., 2010; Wurdinger, Haar, Hugg, & Bezon,
2007). Additional challenges include the length of time it takes for teachers to plan and
implement PBL; it also takes students longer to conduct their explorations and investigations
(Ertmer & Simons, 2006; Hertzog, 2007; Revelle, 2019). Teachers have reported that they do not
receive enough guidance and support for implementing PBL and it can be challenging to locate
adequate materials and resources to support this practice (Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Ertmer &
Simons, 2006; Parsons et al., 2010). The integration of technology is another challenge when
implementing PBL; students do not have consistent access to technology, and some teachers
need guidance on how to integrate technology into PBL effectively (Condliffe et al., 2017;
Krajcik & Shin, 2014). Furthermore, accountability is challenging on two levels: ensuring
students are successful on standardized assessment and covering the required curriculum in an
academic year (Bell, 2010; Revelle, 2019).
To conclude the discussion on PBL, six specific recommendations suggested by
Kokotaski, Menzies, and Wiggins (2016) will help teachers and students receive the optimum
benefits of this pedagogical practice. The first recommendation is to support students and ensure
that they have time management skills, self-management skills, and the ability to integrate
technological resources appropriately. The second recommendation is the consideration for
teacher support. Professional development and support from school leadership are essential for
teachers to implement PBL effectively. The third suggestion emphasizes the importance of
effective group work and of students sharing the workload equally, preventing social loafing.
The fourth recommendation is balancing teacher instruction and student inquiry in order for
students to develop knowledge and skills to engage in independent activities effectively. The
fifth suggestion is that teachers monitor student work regularly, and the last recommendation is
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that students have choice and autonomy throughout the learning process. PBL is an engaging
methodology and the scope of this research supports teachers implementing cooperative learning
and PBL with students living in poverty. Accordingly, “the importance of classrooms
encouraging high levels of student engagement in challenging contexts cannot be overstated”
(Munns et al., 2013, p. 35), and motivating students to learn is equally important.
Motivation. Motivation is defined by a student’s predisposition, desire, and willingness
to participate in the learning process (Petre, 2017). Additional research indicates that a student’s
desire to learn correlates directly with motivation and achieving positive educational outcomes
(Lin-Siegler et al., 2016; Pintrich, 2003). Research conducted by Bolkan, Goodboy, and Kelsey
(2015) further established that students’ motivation is associated directly with learning and
connecting student motivation to learning will yield positive outcomes. Furthermore, when
teachers engage in several different behaviors to encourage student motivation, learning is
relevant, students’ academic needs are being met, and learning becomes intellectually
stimulating (Bolkan et al., 2015; Pintrich, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000). As a result, motivation is
vital in producing positive academic outcomes; therefore, teachers and parents need to
understand how students become motivated in school to achieve the best results (Ryan & Deci,
2000).
Research studies confirm that specific teacher behaviors increase student motivation
(Ben-Eliyahu & Kaplan, 2015; Jones & Skaggs, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Schraw & Lehman,
2001; Siegle, McCoach, & Roberts, 2017; Skinner, Pitzer, & Steele, 2016). One behavior that
correlates directly with student motivation occurs when teachers establish interest in students,
further developing affective engagement, a sense of belonging in the school community, and a
commitment to school and learning (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Bolkan et al., 2015; Finn, 1989;
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Groccia, 2018; Ruzek et al., 2016; Schraw, Flowerday, & Lehman, 2001). Schraw (2001)
discussed a specific teacher behavior, choosing text with the organization in mind, ultimately
increasing student interest and motivation to learn.
The first element of text organization that increases students’ motivation and interest in
school is the coherence of text. The text should be easy to understand; in contrast, when text is
challenging, or students do not understand the material, they are more likely to be unmotivated
(Pintrich, 2003; Schraw et al., 2001). The second element that Schraw et al. (2001) proposed is
that text needs to be relevant and vivid; accordingly, when students can connect with the reading
material, or interpret the text as exciting and suspenseful, motivation increases. Further research
supports the third element of text organization; students should have a say in choosing a text.
When students can choose reading material and academic tasks, it is beneficial to the students’
learning process. Findings confirm that when teachers provide appropriate text and offer students
text choice, motivation increases, especially for students who have shown a lack of interest in
learning or little motivation in school (Park, Gunderson, Tsukayama, Levine, & Beilock, 2016;
Schraw et al., 2001; Siegle et al., 2017).
The research conducted by Jones and Skaggs (2016) further addresses the importance of
teacher behaviors in relationship to student motivation. Jones and Skaggs present a conceptual
framework—empowerment, usefulness, success, interest, and caring (MUSIC)—to help teachers
understand motivation. The empowerment component addresses the extent to which students feel
they have control over their learning, including the ability to make decisions and choices in the
learning process. This component is consistent with feelings of autonomy (Jones & Skaggs,
2016; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Empowerment further validates the findings of research conducted
by Schraw et al. (2001) and Park et al. (2016), which emphasize the importance of teaching
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behaviors that connect student choice with motivation and empowering students to have control
over the learning process. Another component of the framework, usefulness, addresses students’
perception of the relevancy of classwork, further confirming that relevant classrooms are more
engaging, and when teaching behaviors can connect learning to relevant experiences, students’
effort in school improves (Jensen, 2013a, 2013b). Additional evidence suggests that when
teachers offer learning tasks that are relevant, students are intrinsically motivated and cognitively
engaged with academic learning (Ablard & Lipschultz, 1998; Bolkan et al., 2015; Fredricks et
al., 2004; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Pintrich, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Skinner & Pitzer,
2012).
Success, the next component of the conceptual framework, illustrates an essential aspect
of whether students will be or feel motivated to learn (Jones & Skaggs, 2016). A substantial body
of research confirms the relationship between success and motivation (Gehlbach et al., 2016;
Jones & Skaggs, 2016; Lin-Siegel et al., 2016; Pintrich, 2003; Siegle et al., 2017; Skinner et al.,
2016). More specifically, students accomplish tasks when they are motivated to learn; therefore,
success correlates with affective engagement, which includes feelings of self-worth. Long-term
success is associated with students being interested in learning, and when students have positive
relationships with peers and their teachers, motivation increases (Gehlbach et al., 2016; LinSiegler et al., 2016; Pintrich, 2003; Schraw et al., 2001). To further substantiate the correlation
between success and motivation, Siegle et al. (2017) stated that students feel more successful
when they find value in the learning tasks and are thus more motivated to learn in school.
Teachers who design academic tasks with success in mind will inherently motivate students.
Interest, another component of the MUSIC model, correlates directly with student
motivation and aligns with current research (Bolkan et al., 2015; Groccia, 2018; Park et al.,
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2016; Ruzek et al., 2016; Siegle et al., 2017). Jones and Skaggs (2016) discussed two different
types of interest levels: individual interest and situational interest. Individual interest refers to
students having an interest in specific domains such as math, science, or history, and situational
interest implies a more immediate type of interest that is more spontaneous due to the activities
that are occurring in the classroom (Ainley & Ainley, 2011; Jones & Skaggs, 2016; Schraw et
al., 2001). When teachers develop lessons with interest in mind, students will pay attention, feel
a sense of belonging in the school community, and be more motivated to learn (Finn, 1989; Jones
& Skaggs, 2016; Petre, 2017).
The last component of the MUSIC conceptual framework, caring (Jones & Skaggs,
2016), correlates directly with affective engagement in school; when students feel that the school
community cares about the students’ success, motivation increases (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Finn,
1989; Groccia, 2018; Ruzek et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2018). Further research states that caring
relationships can support learning. This finding corresponds to the research conducted by
Skinner et al. (2016), which found that motivation contributes to students’ socioemotional
welfare; when students are motivated, they experience reduced stress. Coping skills are also
linked the caring component of MUSIC and academic achievement.
To further illustrate the relationship between caring and coping, Skinner et al. (2016)
discussed that when successful students are trying to cope with academic problems in school,
they seek support from caring people within the school community. Furthermore, coping
positively correlates with students’ affective engagement and motivation in school.
Consequently, feelings of relatedness, an aptitude for academic tasks, and self-sufficiency
support students’ success in school (Finn, 1989; Groccia, 2018; Skinner et al., 2016; Yang et al.,
2018). The research conducted by Skinner et al. directly links motivation and coping, indicating
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that motivation and coping are “complementary processes” (p. 2,113); high achieving students
discover ways to cope in school, and as a result are more motivated to learn. When teachers
motivate students in school and employ pedagogical practices that support a positive school
climate, all learners have opportunities to succeed. The purpose of this research is to inform all
stakeholders—principals and teachers alike—about best practices to engage all learners, with an
emphasis on students living in poverty, to support optimum learning outcomes.
Technology and 21st Century Skills
This section discusses the relationship between students living in poverty and preparing
them for living in the 21st century with the purpose of informing educational leaders about 21st
century skills and the importance of technology integration in schools. In March 2013, the State
Superintendent of Public Instruction stated that California had joined the Partnership for 21st
Century Skills, “a network designed to teach every student real-world skills to meet the needs of
a competitive global economy” (California Department of Education, 2013, p. 1).
[The] “Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21) Framework for 21st Century
Learning was created with input from educators, business leaders, and policymakers to
define and illustrate the skills, knowledge, expertise, and support systems that students
need to succeed in work, life, and citizenship. (Battelle for Kids, 2019, p. 1)
Furthermore, the framework addresses three components necessary for developing 21st-century
skills: life and career skills, learning and innovation skills including critical thinking,
communication, collaboration, and creating [the four Cs]), as well as information, media, and
technology skills (Battelle for Kids, 2019). Support systems are incorporated into each of these
components, including 21st century standards and assessment, curriculum and instruction,
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professional development, and the learning environment (Battelle for Kids, 2019; Schrum &
Levin, 2015).
Moreover, the P21 framework describes key subjects that align with 21st century themes,
including English, reading, languages, the arts, math, economics, science, geography,
government, history, and civics. Within each of these subjects, it is critical to promote a deep
understanding of the academic content by incorporating global awareness, business literacy
(including financial, economic, and entrepreneurial), civic literacy, environmental literacy, and
health literacy (Battelle for Kids, 2019). Following is a discussion of the P21 framework and the
interdisciplinary themes, the skills needed for living in the 21st century, and leaders’
responsibility to promote technology education. Furthermore, it is necessary to discuss the role
of technology for students living in poverty.
Interdisciplinary themes. In 2017, in partnership with the Office of Educational
Technology, the United States Department of Education co-authored the National Education
Technology Plan Update (NETP), which “describes specific actions the United States should
take to ensure learners of all ages have opportunities for personal growth and prosperity and
remain competitive in a global economy” (U.S. Department of Education & Office of
Educational Technology, 2017, p. 8). The interdisciplinary themes in the P21 framework support
learners being competitive in a global economy and include the following:
•

Global awareness addresses all learners working collaboratively with other
individuals from diverse backgrounds, including different languages and cultures.

•

Varying types of business literacy suggest that learners understand how to make
economic decisions, recognize the relationship between the economy and society, and
have the ability to use entrepreneurial skills to be more productive.
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•

Civic literacy considers that all learners know how to stay informed and comprehend
the governmental process at the local, state, national, and global levels. It also
considers the ability to understand the implications of making civic decisions at the
local and global level.

•

Environmental literacy encompasses the importance of understanding the conditions
that affect the environment such as climate, food, and ecosystems. Environmental
literacy also addresses the ability to investigate solutions to environmental challenges
at the local and global level.

•

Health literacy includes the understanding of health information, including physical
health, mental health, and making health-related decisions (Battelle for Kids, 2019).

Skills needed for living in the 21st century. In addition to the interdisciplinary themes
discussed in the P21 framework, it is necessary to consider the skills that are needed to help all
learners be competitive in a global economy. It is essential to help learners learn how to solve
problems in technology environments, develop critical thinking skills, cultivate the ability to
work collaboratively, and incorporate multimedia communication, while simultaneously
including authentic engagement to support the interdisciplinary themes is essential (Dietrich &
Balli, 2014; Tarbutton, 2018; U.S. Department of Education & Office of Educational
Technology, 2017; U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, & National
Center for Education Statistics, 2018; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). The P21 framework
addresses three specific areas that support the ability of all learners to navigate 21st century skills
effectively (Battelle for Kids, 2019).
Life and career skills emphasize that individuals need to navigate the complexities of
working and living in a competitive technological environment effectively (Battelle for Kids,
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2019; Cevik & Senturk, 2019; Tarbutton, 2018). The first life and career skill includes the ability
to be flexible and adaptable. Developing the ability to accept job responsibilities in varied
contexts and work in an environment with ambiguity is fundamental for working in the 21st
century (Battelle for Kids, 2019; Nehring, Charner-Laird, & Szczesiul, 2019). Flexibility is also
essential to consider, and the ability to receive feedback and negotiate diverse beliefs is
particularly useful in a globally competitive culture (Battelle for Kids, 2019, Schrum & Levin,
2015; U.S. Department of Education & Office of Education Technology, 2017). Similarly, when
individuals have the ability to take initiative and be self-directed, it highlights their time
management skills and demonstrates their dynamic commitment to working at a professional
level (U.S. Department of Education et al., 2018; U.S. Department of Education & Office of
Educational Technology, 2017). Another life and career skill establishes the relevance of
interacting effectively with diverse teams (Tarbutton, 2018). Professionalism and openmindedness are essential when working in the 21st century (Battelle for Kids, 2019). The last life
and career skill discussed in the P21 framework is productivity and accountability. To navigate
effectively in the 21st century, individuals need to set goals and plan effectively to achieve those
goals (U.S. Department of Education & Office of Education Technology, 2017).
Learning and innovation skills are also essential for 21st century learning (Rahman,
2019; Schrum & Levin, 2015; U.S. Department of Education & Office of Education Technology,
2017). The four areas in this category are creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem
solving, communication, and collaboration (Battelle for Kid, 2019; Rahman, 2019; Tarbutton,
2018; U.S. Department of Education & Office of Education Technology, 2017). Battelle for Kids
(2019) further described these four characteristics as the ability to utilize idea-creation
techniques, synthesize and interpret information to solve problems, articulate ideas with others
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effectively, and have the ability to collaborate with others, more specifically, to collaborate with
individuals from diverse groups. Schrum and Levin (2015) emphasized the significance of
learning and innovation skills in the 21st century, stating that “the ability to access, evaluate,
synthesize, and communicate large amounts of rapidly changing information is required to solve
problems and create new knowledge in a global society” (p. 17).
Information literacy, media literacy, and technology skills represent the last component
of the P21 framework (Battelle for Kids, 2019). According to Battelle for Kids (2019),
People in the 21st century live in a technology and media-driven environment, marked by
various characteristics, including 1) access to an abundance of information, 2) rapid
changes in technology tools, and 3) the ability to collaborate and make individual
contributions on an unprecedented scale. Effective citizens and workers of the 21st
century must be able to exhibit a range of functional and critical thinking skills related to
information, media, and technology. (p. 5)
Having the ability to use and evaluate information effectively; understand the legal issues that
encompass the access and use of digital information; and utilize information, communication,
and technology (ICT) are paramount for navigating in the 21st century (Battelle for Kids, 2019;
Rahman, 2019; Schrum & Levin, 2015).
Responsibility of leaders to promote technology education. The National Education
Technology Plan (NETP) Update (U.S. Department of Education & Office of Education
Technology, 2017) discussed the importance of leaders’ ability to create a culture that embraces
innovative strategies to transform technology education. Furthermore, strong leadership is
required to establish a shared vision “for how technology best can meet the needs of all learners
and to develop a plan that translates the vision into action” (p. 5). Additional research further
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emphasized the importance of leadership encouraging technology usage and supporting teachers
to integrate technology in classrooms (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2012; Battelle for Kids,
2019; Robin, 2008).
The NETP described four characteristics of effective leadership that support technology
education, transforming teaching, and the education process (U.S. Department of Education &
Office of Educational Technology, 2017):
•

Collaborative leadership means that leaders develop a shared vision and secure the
necessary resources to support technology initiatives. When communicating with
stakeholders, collaborative leaders utilize technology, emphasizing learning
facilitated by technology.

•

Personalized student learning considers that technology provides a pathway for
students to learn through an active and collaborative learning process, with specific
attention to “digital literacy and citizenship, and attend to general skills and
dispositions, such as reflection, critical thinking, persistence, and perseverance”
(p. 44). Effective leaders secure resources and support for teachers and encourage
multidisciplinary projects, integrating technology, collaboration, and connection to
other students worldwide.

•

Robust infrastructure is imperative in order to utilize technology in schools. Leaders
need to ensure that there is connectivity, the necessary devices, and maintain the
infrastructure with up-to-date software and apps.

•

Personalized professional learning is necessary for successful technology
implementation. Professional development needs to be relevant, and leaders need to
establish clear outcomes that support student learning. Effective leaders provide
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technological tools for professional development, ensure that teachers have time to
collaborate, and promote opportunities for professional learning.
Competent leaders are instrumental in promoting technology education, and it is
imperative for teachers to provide opportunities to improve academic achievement by utilizing
technology (Sauers & McLeod, 2017). To this end, Harris, Mishra, and Koehler (2009) discussed
the intersection of technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge (TPACK) as “a form of
professional knowledge that technologically and pedagogically adept, curriculum-oriented
teachers use when they teach” (p. 401). Teachers need to become adept at differentiating content
based on student need and have an understanding of how technology can support challenging
concepts. At the same time, teachers need to have the technological expertise along with the
knowledge of how to implement the technologies effectively. In order for teachers to effectively
utilize technology to teach the academic content, they must have a supportive and qualified
leader who provides professional development that aligns with the interacting components of
TPACK (Harris et al., 2009). The TPACK framework provides a comprehensive understanding
of theory, pedagogy, methodology, and practice to support teaching students “to learn in contexts
that honor the rich connections between technology, the subject matter (content), and the means
of teaching it (the pedagogy)” (Mishra & Koehler, 2006, p. 1047). Leaders at the school and
district levels need to have an understanding of research-based practices and how to implement
them effectively in order to promote positive learning outcomes for all students (U.S.
Department of Education & Office of Educational Technology, 2017).
Technology and students living in poverty. Research indicates that students living in
poverty do not have the same access to technology as students living in higher socioeconomic
status households.
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The U.S. Census Bureau uses a set of money income thresholds that vary by family size
and composition. A family, along with each individual in it, is considered poor if the
family’s total income is less than that family’s threshold. (U.S. Department of Education
et al., 2018, p. xxi)
In 2010, due to government funding (specifically the federal e-Rate program), all high-poverty
schools had access to Internet-connected computers, and with Title I funding, they were able to
purchase computers (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). However, there is a direct correlation
between living in poverty and home Internet access; specifically, children between the ages of 5
and 17 who live below the poverty threshold have less access to home internet than students not
living in poverty (U.S. Department of Education et al., 2018). “The digital divide refers to the
gap between those who have access to technology and those who do not” (Huffman, 2018,
p. 239). It is vital that all students have an understanding of how to utilize technology in schools
and at home (Huffman, 2018; Sheninger, 2019; U.S. Department of Education & Office of
Educational Technology, 2017; Warschauer, Knobel, & Stone, 2004; Warschauer & Matuchniak,
2010).
To further explain the digital divide, it is necessary to consider digital inclusion. Research
indicates that having technology is not sufficient in itself; updated software, equal access to ICT,
maintained equipment, and trained personnel are needed to close the digital divide (Huffman,
2018; Sargent & Ahmed, 2017; Schrum & Levin, 2015). Furthermore, Sargent and Ahmed
(2017) stated that:
being digitally excluded could potentially impact an individual’s health and well-being,
and their ability to learn and to enhance wealth, strengthen job skills, get employment,
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benefit from quality education, obtain critical information, socially connect, and take
advantage of opportunities for civic and social engagement. (p. 64)
Students living in high-poverty neighborhoods lack access to technology at home, and at school,
teachers have difficulty utilizing technology effectively due to the challenges of teaching
students in poverty, including students with limited computer experience and more at-risk
students (U.S. Department of Education et al., 2018; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). To
conclude, “appropriate technology can be hugely helpful in providing students with tools to
become productive learners and assist in creating a learning environment that permits active
engagement in content that would not otherwise be readily available” (Wade, Rasmussen, &
Fox-Turnbull, 2013, p. 164), especially for students in poverty. Students living in the 21st
century need access to technology and teachers who know how to use technology effectively.
The scope of this research is significant for principals, teachers, students, and ultimately, society;
as a result, this study will build capacity for educators to utilize technology, potentially
influencing student outcomes.
Students in Poverty
The statistics surrounding poverty and education confirm the importance of exemplary
teachers and professional development in supporting high-quality education. In 2016, there were
14,047,290 children living in poverty (Koball & Jiang, 2018). To further illustrate the statistics
surrounding students in poverty, “Twenty-two percent of children who have lived in poverty do
not graduate from high school, compared to six percent of those who have never been poor”
(Hernandez, 2011, p. 3). Moreover, in 2010, 83% percent of children living in poverty were not
proficient in reading (Hernandez, 2011).
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Furthermore, students living in poverty have language deficits, underdeveloped social
skills, emotional issues, and additional stressors and health concerns; as a result, many such
students fall behind in school (Hernandez, 2011; Hirn et al., 2018; National Education
Association [NEA], 2016). Hernandez (2011) identified that students living in poverty typically
attend lower-performing schools and do not develop proficient academic skills, further
accounting for their increased high school dropout rate. Additional characteristics confirm the
challenges educators have when teaching students in poverty. Attendance is an issue for students
living in poverty due to poor health and family crises; moreover, students in poverty live in more
dangerous housing environments that include unsafe drinking water and air pollution (Chang &
Romero, 2008; Hernandez, 2011; NEA, 2016). Furthermore, families in poverty lack “adequate
housing, food, clothing and books, and often do not have access to high-quality childcare”
(Hernandez, 2011, p. 7). To complicate these challenges further, it is estimated that 50-80%
percent of students in poverty have experienced trauma, which affects the developing brain,
causing cognitive delays, difficulty concentrating, and memory problems (Futures without
Violence, 2015). Students living in poverty have many challenges, including health challenges,
emotional challenges, and academic challenges (Hirn et al., 2018).
Poverty and academic implications. School leaders across the United States continue to
struggle to address the barriers that prevent academic success for students in poverty (Kearney,
Herrington, & Aguilar, 2012). Reeves (2000) named the concept of 90/90/90 schools, describing
schools in which 90% of the students are classified as being in poverty, 90% of the students are
non-White, and 90% of the students are achieving at a minimum of 90% on standardized
assessments. Furthermore, Reeves described common characteristics of 90/90/90 schools,
establishing the success of the 90/90/90 model. The schools “focus on academic achievement”
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(p. 188) by using school accountability indicators to measure improvement. Another
characteristic illustrates the importance of utilizing curriculum to improve students’ reading,
math, and writing skills. To further explain the success of the 90/90/90 schools, teachers
frequently administer and analyze assessments to inform instruction, giving students multiple
opportunities to achieve academic success. These schools also attribute their success to
emphasizing writing as a tool for assessment; teachers can obtain further diagnostic information
when students “demonstrate their thinking process” (p. 190). Lastly, 90/90/90 schools employ a
peer-review type model to score students’ assessments, utilizing protocols and ensuring reliable
evaluation of student work.
Additionally, Kearney et al. (2012) identified three specific qualities necessary for
90/90/90 schools to achieve success: “support structures, relationships, and consistency”
(p. 341). The first element, support structures, includes how the leadership team hires staff, the
delivery of effective professional development, the importance of providing input to the school
community, and lastly, the importance of highly effective leadership by the school principal
(Kearney et al., 2012). The next element to ensure success at 90/90/90 schools is relationships.
Success is achieved by having positive, trusting relationships among all stakeholders in the
school community, including the administration team, the families that attend the school, the
faculty, and the community, further confirming research findings of Benekos (2016), Devine et
al. (2013), Gentry et al. (2011), and Kearney et al. (2012). The last element of consistency
addresses how teachers implement curriculum programs and the pedagogical practices they
employ. Teachers work in grade-level teams, providing opportunities to plan instruction for each
grade level, confirming the importance of consistency in instructional practice (Kearney et al.,
2012). To conclude the discussion on the success of 90/90/90 schools, schools can achieve 90%
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success when critical support structures are in place, when there are trusting relationships within
the school community, and when there is school wide consistency in implementing curriculum.
Poverty and classroom implications. Jensen (2013b) has conducted extensive research
surrounding poverty, confirming that teaching students in poverty can be challenging. Moreover,
the research specifies seven key differences between students in poverty and middle-class
students.
Health and nutrition. People in poverty exercise less and do not always receive proper
medical care or have the necessary medications. Additionally, poor people are more prone to ear
infections, have higher exposure to lead, and are more likely to develop asthma. Furthermore,
students who live in poverty lack a healthy nutritional diet, adversely affecting their behavior,
including lethargy or hyperactivity (Jensen, 2013b). Teachers can ensure that students get regular
physical activity during the school day, improving students’ overall physical health.
Vocabulary. Children who live in poverty attend schools with fewer supports for
language development (Neuman, Kaefer, & Pinkham, 2018). Furthermore, research indicates
that lower socioeconomic status (SES) preschoolers differ in verbal abilities from middle-class
children, and the disparity begins in the first few years of life, increasing the risk of academic
failure (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder, 2012; Jensen, 2013b; Walker, Greenwood, Hart, &
Carta, 1994). Jensen (2013b) reported that by the age of 4, children in middle-class families have
heard approximately 26 million words; in lower-income families, children by the age of 4 have
heard approximately 13 million words. When teachers incorporate vocabulary-building activities
daily, it can improve the learning outcomes for students in poverty.
Effort. Children from poverty appear more unmotivated and have lower self-esteem than
middle-class students (Cuthrell, Stapleton, & Ledford, 2009; Jensen, 2013b). Additional
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research emphasizes that poverty is not the primary factor related to students’ motivation; the
teacher and the school community correlate directly with students’ effort and school behaviors
(Finn & Rock, 1997; Irvin, Meece, Byun, Farmer, & Hutchins, 2011). When teachers connect
learning to relevant experiences, have high expectations, and give positive daily feedback,
students’ effort in school improves (Jensen, 2013b).
Hope. Research confirms that children in poverty have a lack of hope or develop a sense
of hopelessness in their ability to change their condition in life and future outcomes (Jensen,
2013b; Maholmes, 2014; Robb, Simon, & Wardle, 2009; Sheehan & Rall, 2011). Teachers’
beliefs about hope can positively affect student learning and reinforcing students’ choices can
cultivate positive attitudes among students (Jensen, 2013b). Moreover, hope is considered
“malleable and can be a spark for and pathway to change” (Lopez & Magyar-Moe, 2015, p. 484).
Maholmes (2014) suggested that “hopefulness is thought to foster perseverance, persistence, and
resilience in uncertainty” (p. 2). When students have hope, they are more likely to achieve
success.
Cognition. Low SES is associated with diminished cognitive abilities and language
development (Lipina, 2016; Neuman et al., 2018). Research also suggests that there is a
significant relationship between different SES levels and cognition; parents with minimal
education can affect their children’s school achievement (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). Jensen
(2013b) further illustrated the cognitive challenges students from lower SES households face,
stating that students with distractibility issues and a lack of self-monitoring strategies struggle
more in school. Learning how to organize information and how to study benefits students who
have limited cognitive capacity.
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Relationships. Living in poverty can impede relationships, including parents’ ability to
respond appropriately to their children’s emotional needs (McLeod & Shanahan, 1993). There is
evidence to support the notion that children living in lower SES homes experience more chaos,
which affects the developing brain. Additionally, children from lower SES homes receive more
reprimands than positive comments. Moreover, stress about housing, food, and health care
interferes with parenting skills (Jensen, 2013b). The analysis presented in Jensen’s (2013b) How
Poverty Affects Classroom Engagement emphasizes the importance of teachers developing
positive relationships with students; teaching students how to learn, discussing students’
families, and demonstrating desired behavior all improve the teacher-to-student relationship.
Distress. Students living in poverty experience more chronic stress more than middleclass students (Jensen, 2013b). Distress can affect the developing brain, success in school, and
social relationships (Evans, Kim, Ting, Tesher, & Shannis, 2007), leading to disruptive
classroom behaviors, including talking back and inappropriate language. Encouraging
responsibility and teaching coping skills diminish students’ distress, thereby creating a more
engaging classroom atmosphere (Jensen, 2013b). There are many complex challenges related to
teaching students in poor communities, and it is critical to encourage student engagement
(Munns, Hatton, & Gilbert, 2013). Additionally, shifting from a deficit mindset to a growth
mindset promotes a classroom environment where the focus is on learning (Munns et al., 2013),
further emphasizing the importance of student engagement.
The Consequences of Disengagement
Student engagement is multifaceted, incorporating behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
components (Appleton et al., 2008; Archambault, Vandenbossche-Makombo, & Fraser, 2017;
Carter et al., 2012; Moreira et al., 2018; Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009). Furthermore,
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engagement addresses a student’s involvement within the school community and considers
effort, enthusiasm, focus, concentration, persistence, and purpose as characteristics for engaging
on behavioral, emotional, and cognitive levels (Skinner, et al., 2008; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012).
Further research has discussed the importance of students engaging from the onset of their school
career, therefore influencing school perseverance and academic success (Archambault et al.,
2017; Finn, 1989; Fitzpatrick & Pagani, 2013; Van Ryzin, 2011).
Additionally, it is important for students to be engaged with academics, including a
willingness to participate and to be focused cognitively while learning academic content
(Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009; Skinner et al.,
Furrer, 2009). Skinner and Pitzer (2012) discussed the implications of students engaging actively
during academic tasks, identifying three critical purposes of this type of engagement: (a) when
students participate in hands-on, heads-on activities, it will result in a deeper understanding of
knowledge and skills; (b) student engagement positively influences students psychological and
social experiences in school; and (c) engagement correlates directly with academic achievement,
and at the same time builds resilience and coping mechanisms for students to manage the
challenges and stressors of school.
Disengagement. Disengagement refers to the process of disassociating from school,
detaching from school norms, and decreasing effort; it is consistent with feelings of passivity,
dejection, boredom, and discouragement (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007; Skinner et al.,
2009). Disengagement is also referred to as disaffection, burnout, or indifference, and considers
additional factors such as academic outcomes, how students feel about school, and the positive or
negative relationships they have with other students or teachers (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2000;
Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, Leskinen, & Nurmi, 2009; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012; Vallerand et al., 1993).
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To further illustrate engagement and disaffection (disengagement), the research
conducted by Skinner and Pitzer (2012) illustrates the conceptualization of engagement,
including behavioral, emotional (affective), and cognitive dimensions of engagement and the
characteristics that highlight engaging and disaffection characteristics (see Table 1). Skinner and
Pitzer’s research explained that behavioral engagement incorporates characteristics such as effort
and perseverance when facing obstacles, emotional engagement encompasses enthusiasm and
satisfaction, and cognitive engagement includes concentration and heads-on participation. Table
1 also acknowledges the opposite of engagement and addresses behaviors such as withdrawing
from academic tasks, demonstrating apathy, and a lack of motivation in school. When educators
understand the indicators of engagement and disaffection, they have the opportunity to increase
student engagement, and as a result, students are more invested in their learning process
(Archambault et al., 2017; Moreira et al., 2018; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Hence, disengagement
has a negative impact on students’ academic outcomes, thereby decreasing their likelihood of
graduating from high school (Appleton et al., 2008; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2006; Balfanz et al.,
2007; Christenson & Thurlow, 2004; Finn, 1989; Moreira et al., 2018).
There is significant concern surrounding the dropout rate in the United States; in 2017,
2.1 million students dropped out of high school (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004; National Center
for Educational Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, n.d.b). The cost to society is
considerable; billions of dollars are spent on welfare and unemployment programs due to
students dropping out of school (Aldridge, McChesney, & Afari, 2017; Christenson, Sinclair,
Lehr, & Hurley, 2000). Indeed, as Jensen (2013a) noted, “the academic record of students who
live in poverty is not good. In the United States, if you are poor, your odds of graduating are
lower than are those of a middle-income student” (p. 1).
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Table 1
Engagement and Disaffection

Note. Adapted from “Developmental Dynamics of Student Engagement, Coping, and Everyday
Resilience,” by E. Skinner & J. Pitzer, 2012, in S. L. Christenson, A. L. Reschly, & C. Wiley
(Eds.), Handbook of Research on Student Engagement (p. 25). New York, NY: Springer Science
& Business Media. Copyright 2012 by the authors. Adapted with permission.
The cost of disengagement is significant. Research indicates that student engagement is
relevant for preventing school dropout; when students are engaged, they develop a sense of
belonging to the school community and their motivation to learn increases (Appleton et al., 2008;
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Christenson & Thurlow, 2004). It is also important to consider that the quality of students’
academic engagement correlates directly with positive student outcomes (Aldridge et al., 2017;
Appleton et al., 2008; Balfanz & Byrnes, 2006; Finn, 1989; Jensen, 2013a; Lovelace, Reschly, &
Appleton, 2017; Moreira et al., 2018). The purpose of this study was to inform educational
leaders and classroom teachers about the benefits of professional development for learning and
to understand the pedagogical practices to improve student engagement and academic
achievement for all learners (Hoang, Holopainen, & Siekkinen, 2018), ensuring all students have
an opportunity to be successful, productive participants in society.
Chapter Summary
In summary, students who live in poverty need to be engaged in school in order to have
positive educational outcomes. Professional development can provide educators with effective
teaching strategies, including cooperative learning, project-based learning, and varying
techniques to motivate students in school. Furthermore, it is essential to prepare all students to
live in the 21st century and help them develop skills to be competitive in a global society. It is
also important to consider that student engagement is multifaceted, and incorporating behavioral
engagement, emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement strategies improves educational
outcomes (Appleton et al., 2009; Archambault, Vandenbossche-Makombo, & Fraser, 2017;
Carter et al., 2012; Moreira et al., 2018; Skinner et al., 2009). When students are disengaged, the
chances of dropping out of high school increase. Chapter 2 further illustrated a direct correlation
between poverty and school; when educators understand the impact of poverty on learning, the
likelihood of academic success improves.
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology
This qualitative research study was grounded in the complex relationship between
students living in poverty and student engagement. According to Creswell (2018), qualitative
research is conducted to understand problems or issues by empowering people to share their
stories and experiences. For this study, the primary purpose of interviewing teachers was to
understand how teachers engage students who live in poverty. Furthermore, this study intended
to examine the pedagogical practices that teachers employ in Title I schools to increase student
engagement with the goal of increasing student achievement. Chapter 2 discussed in detail
specific themes such as the importance of exemplary teachers, professional development to
support and develop exemplary teachers, cooperative learning, PBL, motivation, and technology
for 21st century skills, to establish a framework for educational leaders to promote and increase
student engagement for students who need it the most.
This chapter discusses the research methodology that was applied to answer the research
questions and outlines the research design, the phenomenological approach, and the rationale for
choosing that approach. Furthermore, the chapter describes the method of sampling, the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) process, and the consideration of using human subjects in the
study. A discussion of the validity and reliability is presented, and the chapter concludes with a
discussion of data analysis.
Restatement of Research Questions
This chapter describes the research methods that were applied to achieve the goal of this
study, which was to answer the following four research questions:
1. What successful strategies are teachers using to support student engagement among
low-income students?
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2. What challenges do teachers encounter in increasing student engagement?
3. How do teachers measure success in developing student engagement strategies among
low-income students?
4. What recommendations would teachers provide to incoming teachers to promote a
high level of engagement among low-income students?
Nature of the Study
There are distinct characteristics of qualitative research. Creswell (2018) described eight
specific characteristics that align with the purposes of this descriptive, phenomenological study.
1. The study was conducted in a natural setting. The researcher interviewed the
participants at their school site, establishing face-to-face interactions that gathered
information about the teachers’ experiences with student engagement.
2. The researcher was the sole instrument in collecting data; the researcher conducted
interviews using an interview guide that she designed. Additionally, the interview
questions were open-ended, enabling the participants to share their experiences
related to teaching students in poverty.
3. The researcher employed inductive and deductive logic. The inductive process
included organizing the data into a comprehensive set of themes. Furthermore, the
researcher applied deductive thinking or logic by ensuring that the themes aligned
with the data.
4. Through the qualitative research process, the researcher focused on the participants’
perspective, refraining from subscribing to preconceived perceptions based on her
personal experience or exploration of the literature. The qualitative methodology
incorporated multiple perspectives from each of the study’s participants.
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5. The research was conducted at the participants’ school site, which enabled them to
share the challenges and successes of engaging students in poverty in their work
environment.
6. The goal of qualitative research is to learn about a specific issue from the
participants’ perspective. Through the process, the researcher should be prepared for
unexpected circumstances and be willing to adapt and make modifications as needed.
7. The study was reflexive in nature; the researcher shared her background with the
readers, providing an understanding of the purpose of this qualitative study.
8. The researcher gave a holistic account of the study and described the interactions
between the participants and their perspectives in teaching students in poverty.
Furthermore, Creswell (2018) discussed essential features that support a worthwhile
qualitative study: (a) the researcher “frames the study within the assumptions and characteristics
of the qualitative approach to research” (p. 47); (b) the study is ethical; (c) the researcher must
use a recognized approach to qualitative research, more specifically phenomenology; (d) the
researcher focuses on a single topic and explores one concept; (e) the researcher engages in
“rigorous data collection procedures” (p. 48); (f) the researcher provides a comprehensive
explanation of the data collection, analysis, and reports, including triangulation of data; (g) the
researcher uses multiple layers of abstraction to analyze the data and codes the data to present
themes related to the study; (h) the researcher writes the study in clear language, engaging the
reader, and accurately reporting the findings; and, lastly, (i) the researcher situates herself in the
study, reflecting her personal experience with teaching students in poverty. The researcher strove
to uphold all of these features and incorporate them into this study.
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Strengths. As with all research, this study had both strengths and challenges. One of the
strengths of qualitative research, specifically this phenomenological study, is that it produces
descriptive data (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2015). Furthermore, in a phenomenological study,
it is incumbent upon the researcher to examine the participants’ experiences in order to
understand a specific phenomenon. Hence, the semi-structured interviews gave the researcher an
opportunity to ask clarifying questions, collecting data that contributed to an overall
understanding of the research questions.
Weaknesses. One of the challenges in qualitative research, or in a phenomenological
study specifically, is that the researcher must understand the broad philosophical assumptions
(Creswell, 2018). Another challenge that Creswell (2018) noted is the difficulties the researcher
could have in bracketing personal experiences when interpreting the data. The researcher
intended to analyze the data with integrity by organizing, coding, and transcribing the data to
understand further the phenomenon being studied.
Assumptions. There are four philosophical assumptions in qualitative research. The first,
the ontological assumption, discusses the nature of reality and the importance of understanding
that “the reality is multiple as seen through many views” (Creswell, 2018, p. 20), and it is
necessary for the researcher to report the different perspectives in the findings of the study. The
ontological assumption aligns with symbolic interactionism and further explains the importance
of understanding that different people have different points of view and experiences. The second
philosophical assumption, the epistemological assumptions, refers to the subject matter being
studied and how the researcher understands the content knowledge. Creswell (2018) emphasized
the importance of the researcher getting as close to the participants as possible. Therefore, the
researcher went to each of the participants’ school sites, providing a context for a deeper
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understanding of the message the participants conveyed during the interview process. The third
assumption, the axiological assumption, is associated with the researcher positioning
himself/herself and reporting his/her bias. In this study in particular, the researcher described her
professional experience, ensuring that the stories voiced characterized an interpretation from
both the perspective of the researcher and the participants (Denzin, 1989). The last philosophical
assumption, methodology, specifies the research process, including the interview protocol, the
interview questions, and the necessary follow-up or clarifying questions to enrich the detailed
understanding of the topic being studied (Creswell, 2018).
Methodology
This study was phenomenological in nature. The semi-structured interview questions
were predetermined with potential follow-up questions in mind to explore the experiences of
teachers teaching in high poverty schools (Grossoehme, 2014). Furthermore, the questions were
designed to “elicit stories” (Grossoehme, 2014, p. 110) from the participants in an “attempt to
understand the world from the subjects’ point of view, to unfold the meaning of their experience,
[and] to uncover their lived world” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 3).
To further understand the participants’ point of view, this study utilized the symbolic
interactionist perspective, which places importance on the “social meanings people attach to the
world around them” (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2015, p. 22). Blumer (1969) identified three
premises for the basis of symbolic interactionism. The first is that people’s actions are based on
the meanings that they have for other people or varying experiences. In this study, it was the
researcher’s intent to understand how the participants view student engagement and, more
importantly, the significance or meaning of student engagement for students who live in poverty.
The second premise of symbolic interactionism proposed by Blumer is that meaning is not
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necessarily found in objects; instead, people understand how to view the world from other
people. To understand the participants’ perspective of engaging students in the classroom, the
researcher asked the participants about professional development at their school site to gain an
awareness of how teachers are learning information that ultimately benefits student outcomes.
The last premise Blumer discussed is that people attach meaning to different situations through a
process of interpretation. Moreover, people are continually interpreting and defining information
as they receive it, and the people in organizations, such as a school site, see things in different
ways. Therefore, the researcher encouraged each participant to share his/her perspective on
student engagement and the strengths and challenges of engaging all learners in the classroom
setting.
Structured process of phenomenology. According to Creswell (2018), a
phenomenological study “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived
experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (p. 75). More specifically, a phenomenological study
focuses on the participants’ similarities. The researcher collects the data from the participants
and develops a description of what the participants experienced and how they experienced it.
Moustakas (1994) delineated systematic steps that address data analysis procedures and
guidelines for conducting phenomenological research:
1. Determine if phenomenological research is the best methodology to answer the
research questions.
2. Identify a phenomenon that is worthy of studying.
3. Distinguish the philosophical assumptions and bracket out the researcher’s own
experiences, as much as possible.
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4. Conduct multiple interviews from participants who have experienced the same
phenomenon.
5. Generate themes by analyzing the data collected from the interviews.
6. Write a structured description of how the participants experienced the phenomenon.
7. Utilize a reporting structure, beginning with an introduction, providing a rationale for
using phenomenology, explaining the philosophical assumptions, and including
details about data collection and analysis, discussing how the phenomenon was
experienced, and concluding with a description of the essence of the phenomenon.
Appropriateness of phenomenology methodology. The aim of this research was to
describe the common experiences of seasoned classroom teachers in engaging students who live
in poverty. Furthermore, conducting semi-structured interviews enabled the researcher to acquire
the data and develop themes, establishing patterns and commonalities among the participants.
More specifically, the most appropriate type of phenomenological approach utilized in this study
was transcendental phenomenology. Moustakas (1994) described this type of research and
explained that the focus is not on the researcher’s interpretation of the data, but rather is more on
the description of the participants’ experiences. By employing the transcendental
phenomenological approach, a phenomenon was identified, the researcher bracketed out her
personal experiences, and the data were collected from the individual participants.
Transcendental phenomenology was used to study 15 participants who teach in high-poverty
schools and their experiences with student engagement.
Additionally, Creswell (2018) identified three specific challenges that are inherent in
conducting phenomenological research. The first challenge is that researchers need to identify
the philosophical assumptions inherent in their studies. The second challenge is ensuring that the
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participants have the same experience with the phenomenon being studied. The last challenge is
that the researcher must remain impartial and be able to “bracket personal experiences” (p. 81)
from the research study. Although these are specific challenges in the phenomenological
approach, in an attempt to circumvent these challenges, the researcher defined the population
sample distinctly, ensured that her biases were clearly identified and stated, and outlined the
impact of this study. Furthermore, this study sought to gain an understanding of teaching in Title
I schools and can be used as a framework for educational leaders to implement best pedagogical
practices for engaging students.
Research Design
Creswell (2018) described research design as the “process of research from
conceptualizing a problem to writing research questions, data collection, analysis, interpretation,
and report writing” (p. 5). More specifically, in order to access reliable data from the
participants, a process was established, first stating the analysis unit, then the population, the
sample size, and lastly the sampling technique. The researcher felt satisfied that the research
design utilized in this study would be informative for educators and would yield invaluable
information in relationship to the research questions.
Analysis unit. The purpose of this research study was to identify best pedagogical
practices for engaging students living in poverty at behavioral, affective, and cognitive levels, in
turn, promoting positive academic outcomes. The unit of analysis was one teacher in the Unified
School District (USD, pseudonym).
Population. Kumar (2014) stated that “the accuracy of what you find out through your
research endeavor, among other things, depends upon the way you select your sample, the people
who are going to provide you with the information you need” (p. 250). Furthermore, Kumar
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emphasized that a “small number of respondents, if selected correctly” (p. 250), can provide a
sufficiently accurate assessment of what the researcher is trying to gain from the study
population. For this reason, choosing experienced teachers not only in years of experience, but
also in terms of teaching students in poverty, had the potential to yield significant contributions
to educational leaders in supporting a high level of engagement with students, and therefore
achieving positive school outcomes for students living in poverty. Therefore, the population is all
the teachers in the USD.
The broadest population to which this study applies is that all teachers promote positive
outcomes. The study has neither an inferential design, nor does it conduct significance in testing.
As such, any generalization of the findings should be done with caution.
Sample size. In phenomenological research, a large sample size is not necessary, and in
fact, a sample size of one can be sufficient. Moreover, the goal of phenomenological research is
to discover participants’ structural experiences, and a more ideal sample pool should include a
range of three to 10 subjects (Dukes, 1984). To further illustrate the importance of sample size,
Sandelowski (1995) stated that for qualitative studies, the sample size needs to be large enough
to provide an understanding of the phenomenon being studied, and small enough to obtain a deep
analysis of the data. The intent of this qualitative study was to gain a deeper understanding of
engaging students in school who live in poverty, and the sample size of 15 participants was
deemed appropriate to “provide ample opportunity to identify themes” (Creswell, 2018, p. 160),
affording the researcher an optimal chance of reaching saturation for data analysis.
Purposive sampling. Purposeful sampling is utilized in qualitative research to ensure
that the researcher intentionally selects participants, informing a deeper understanding of the
research questions and the phenomenon under investigation (Creswell, 2018). Kumar (2014)
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further explained the considerations for purposive sampling, asserting that the goal of purposive
sampling is to choose the participants who can “provide the best information to achieve the
objectives of your study and are likely to have the required information and be willing to share it
with the researcher” (p. 244). In this study, maximum variation sampling was employed, which
consists of “determining in advance some criteria that differentiate the sites or participants”
(Creswell, 2018, p. 159), increasing the likelihood that the data will reflect individual
perspectives among the participants.
Participation selection. To identify a list of participants who met the qualifications for
this study, the researcher developed a master list. The researcher then purposefully developed
criteria for inclusion and exclusion, aiming to establish eligible participants for the study. If the
master list was greater than 18-20 participants, the researcher utilized maximum variation
strategies to limit the participant pool. The dissertation committee gave approval to the process
for creating the final master list.
Sampling frame. A sampling frame, or the development of a master list, is required to
study a subset of a population (Acharya, Prakash, Saxena, & Nigam, 2013). The Local District A
Directory served as the main source for developing a sampling frame, providing the researcher
with the names of the elementary schools in a specific region of LAUSD.
The directory lists 65 elementary schools, including the names of the principals at each
school site and the profile for each school (Title I, Affiliated Charter, Dual Language, Magnet, or
Pilot). The researcher narrowed the list of elementary schools to specifically target five
elementary schools in the ABC Family of Schools. Then the researcher went to the websites of
the five elementary schools to obtain access to the names of the teachers at each school site. Four
of the five elementary schools posted their staff directory on the website, creating a master list of
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128 teachers teaching at the elementary school level in Title I Schools in the ABC Family of
Schools. The researcher emailed the individual teachers to request their participation in the
study.
Criteria for inclusion. Criteria for inclusion. The criteria for inclusion in this research
study were as follows:
1. An email address for the selected teacher was available.
2. The teacher had at least 10 years of experience.
3. The teacher worked in a Title I school in the ABC Family of Schools in Local District
A.
Criteria for exclusion. To further exclude participants if necessary, the following criteria
were used to exclude additional potential participants:
1. Participants who were not available to participate between January and April 2020.
2. Participants who declined to be recorded.
3. Participants who did not sign the informed consent.
Criteria for maximum variation. According to Patton (2015), applying purposive
maximum variation for a small sample begins by “identifying diverse characteristics for
constructing the sample” (p. 283). After applying criteria for inclusion and exclusion, to further
identify a smaller sample, the researcher utilized criteria for maximum variation and ensured
that:
1. The participants taught only at Title I schools.
2. The participants agreed to a face-to-face interview.
3. The participants’ gender, ethnicity, and years of experience were equally balanced
among the participants.
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By utilizing the purposive sampling method, the researcher was able to identify 15 participants
for the study.
Protection of Human Subjects
After submitting the application for informed consent approval (Appendix A) the IRB at
Pepperdine University approved the interview questions and the study at large, ensuring that
human subjects’ rights and safety were protected (Appendix B). Additionally, Creswell (2018)
stated that after receiving approval from the IRB committee, it is crucial to ensure that (a) the
participants know that they can withdraw from the study at any time; (b) the participants are
aware of the purpose of the study; (c) the participants understand that their confidentiality is
protected; (e) the participants are aware of the risks associated with participation in the study; (f)
the participants are aware of any expected benefits by participating in the study; and (g) the
participants and the researcher sign a consent stating that the study protects the welfare and
dignity of human subjects. Furthermore, the researcher must act ethically to ensure that each
participant’s rights are protected.
Additionally, to ensure confidentiality, the participants were labeled with a number based
on the order of the interview sequence: participant 1-participant 15. The researcher utilized
pseudonyms for the participants’ school location to further protect against the potential of a
breach of confidentiality. Moreover, all data were stored in the researcher’s garage in a fire-proof
locked cabinet, and all data will be destroyed 3 years after the completion of the study. The
researcher omitted all identifying participant information in the final research study and took all
precautionary steps to maintain confidentiality as well as conduct an ethical study.
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Data Collection
After receiving approval from the IRB committee and the list of 15 participants was
finalized, data collection commenced. The first step involved emailing and or calling the
participants utilizing a recruitment script (Appendix C). The purpose of the script was to
establish continuity of communication between the researcher and the participants. If the
participant met the inclusion criteria and agreed to participate, the interview questions and the
informed consent form were emailed to the participant. After the researcher received the
participant’s signed consent form, the interview date was scheduled, and a confirmation email
was sent to the participant to ensure he/she understood the time frame for the interview and the
purpose of the study.
Additionally, the researcher brought a backup copy of the informed consent to the
interview in the event that the form was not signed prior to the interview date. The recruitment
process was repeated until the sample of 15 participants was achieved. If an experienced teacher
declined to participate at any time during the study, the researcher utilized the master list of
potential participants based on the inclusion, exclusion, and maximum variation procedures to
include another participant. Furthermore, after each interview, the researcher stored the data in a
fire-proof, locked cabinet in her garage to ensure confidentiality.
Interview Techniques
One-on-one interviews were utilized to obtain data in this qualitative study. According to
Krueger (2015), “Stories provide insights that can’t be found through quantitative data. A story
helps us understand motivation, values, emotions, interests, and factors that influence behavior.
Stories can give us clues about why an event might occur or how something happens” (p. 536).
The goal of interviewing the participants was to gain invaluable insights and elicit responses that
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would help determine the best practices for engaging students living in poverty. The researcher
opened each interview with an icebreaker question to establish a comfortable setting for the
participant. Moreover, “General interview skills include asking open-ended questions, listening
carefully to ask follow-up questions, effective and sensitive probing, distinguishing different
kinds of questions, and pacing the interview” (Patton, 2015, p. 493) to maximize the data
collection. It was the researcher’s intent to listen with respect and refrain from interrupting the
interview process unnecessarily.
To conduct an ethical interview, Patton (2015) asserted that: (a) the researcher must state
the purpose of the interview; (b) the researcher must be transparent about the purpose of the
study and be honest and clear with the participants, using language that is comprehensible;
(c) the researcher must honor the participant’s time and not make any promises that cannot be
kept; (d) the researcher must not cause any harm to the participant and ensure confidentiality;
(e) the researcher understands the legal ramifications of confidentiality; (f) the researcher
understands how to maintain the data in a safe and secure manner; (g) the researcher will have a
confidant in the event of a difficult disclosure during the interview; (h) the researcher will know
who to contact if ethical issues arise; and lastly, (i) the researcher will report any ethical
challenges that were faced. It was important for the researcher to conduct ethical interviews;
using Patton’s assertions about methodology ensured that the necessary steps were followed to
address all components of an ethical interview.
Lastly, the researcher predetermined the location of each interview, conducting each
interview in a natural setting, preferably at the participant’s work location. If that was not
feasible, the interview was voice recorded via the Zoom Conferencing Tool. All notes and
transcriptions of the interview were stored in a secure location.
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Interview Protocol
According to Creswell (2018), “for a phenomenological study, the process of collecting
information involves primarily in-depth interviews” (p. 161) with the goal of describing an
understanding of a phenomenon among a small number of people who have similar experiences.
Furthermore, an interview is designed to be a social in nature, based on conversations between
the participants and the researcher (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Warren & Karner, 2015). Therefore, it
is essential to establish an interview protocol in order to gain a deeper understanding of the
research questions and ensure that the interviewees understand the questions being asked of them
(Creswell, 2018).
Additionally, Castillo-Montoya (2016) stated that “qualitative researchers can strengthen
the reliability of their interview protocols by refining them through the interview protocol
refinement (IPR) framework” (p. 811). To further explain the IPR framework, Castillo-Montoya
confirmed that the framework is applicable in developing interview procedures, enabling the
researcher to “elicit rich, focused, meaningful data that captures, to the extent possible, the
experiences of the participants” (p. 812). The IPR consists of four phases:
1. Assure the research questions and the interview questions are in alignment,
2. Design an inquiry-based conversation,
3. Receive feedback on the interview questions to ensure reliability and trustworthiness
as a tool to collect data,
4. Simulate or pilot the interview protocol to ensure that the questions work.
In an effort to employ a reliable interview protocol, the researcher followed the phases
suggested by Castillo-Montoya’s (2016) research. In addition, the researcher sent the interview
questions to each interviewee prior to the scheduled interview. A confirmation phone call was
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made to each participant the day before the interview, not only to serve as a reminder, but also to
answer any questions the interviewee might have had with regard to the interview. The
researcher also asked open-ended questions, “promoting a conversation” (Castillo-Montoya,
2016, p. 813) that supported a comfortable environment for the participant and offering an
opportunity for the participant to share his/her knowledge and experience related to engaging
students in the classroom.
Relationship between research and interview questions. Following the interview
protocol suggested by Castillo-Montoya (2016), the researcher developed 11 semi-structured
interview questions that aligned with the research questions. For each of the four research
questions (see Table 2), two to three interview questions were developed. According to
Grossoehme (2014), phenomenological research “is all about the search for meaning” (p. 116).
The interview questions were designed to provide an opportunity for the participants to share
their experiences teaching students who live in poverty and to articulate best practices in
engaging students. Furthermore, the intent of the interview questions was to help the researcher
analyze the commonalities between veteran teachers and “gather descriptions of their lived
experience” (Grossoehme, 2014, p. 114) to better understand the successes and challenges of
teaching and engaging students in the classroom. Each interview question was designed to
answer the research questions.
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Table 2
Research Questions and Corresponding Interview Questions
Research Questions

Corresponding Interview Questions

RQ1: What successful strategies
are teachers using to support
student engagement among lowincome students?

Icebreaker: How many years have you been teaching? And at
this school?
IQ 1: How many of your students are living in poverty?
IQ 2: What strategies do you use to engage your students?
IQ 3: Do you feel that the professional development at your
school site helps you with student engagement strategies?

RQ 2: What challenges do
teachers encounter in increasing
student engagement?

IQ 4: What do you find to be your biggest challenge in
engaging your students?
IQ 5: Does the administration at your school site support you
with your challenges?

RQ3: How do teachers measure
success in developing student
engagement strategies among
low-income students?

IQ 6: How do you know that your students are engaged?
IQ 7: How do you measure success? Test scores or do you use
other measures?
IQ 8: Have you received specific professional development on
teaching students in poverty and the importance of student
engagement for successful academic outcomes?

RQ4: What recommendations
would teachers provide to
incoming teachers to promote a
high level of engagement among
low-income students?

IQ 9: If a new teacher approached you and asked what is a
successful strategy in engaging students, what would you say?
IQ 10: What other advice would you give a novice teacher?
IQ11: Is there anything else you would like to add?

Note. The table identifies four research questions and corresponding interview questions.
Interview questions were then reviewed by a panel of two peer-reviewers and expert reviewers.
Validity of the study. When conducting a research study, it is crucial to ensure its
validity. Smith (1991) described validity “as the degree to which the researcher has measured
what he has set out to measure” (p. 106). Furthermore, Patton (2015) discussed the importance of
the researcher administering the study in an “appropriate, standardized manner, according to
prescribed procedures” (p. 22). In addition to the researcher preparing the participants prior to
the interview by sharing the interview questions, the researcher also used a three-step process to
ensure the validity of the study:
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1. Prima-facie and content validity,
2. Peer-review validity, and
3. Expert review validity.
Prima-facie and content validity. The researcher began by developing the 11 interview
questions that aligned with the research questions. More specifically, the researcher utilized the
literature review presented in Chapter 2 to further understand the appropriate questions to ask,
with the intent of answering the research questions. Prima-facie or “face validity judges whether
a measure appears to be valid on the face of it” (Patten & Newhart, 2018, p. 126). The researcher
ensured that prima-facie validity was established (see Table 3). Content validity is “an
assessment of a measure based on the appropriateness of its contents” (p. 126). The purpose of
establishing content validity is to ensure that the interview questions provide the researcher with
responses that align with the research questions and answer the “construct in question” (p. 126).
Peer review validity. The next step the researcher utilized to ensure the study’s validity
was to “seek an external check” (Creswell, 2018, p. 263) from outside experts. The purpose of
the peer review is to confirm that the researcher is asking interview questions that align with the
research questions. Two Pepperdine doctoral students peer reviewed the interview questions. For
each question, they were asked to (a) keep the question as is, (b) delete the question, or (c) revise
the question as suggested. Based on the recommendations by the peer reviewers, changes were
made to the interview questions (see Appendix D).
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Table 3
Research Questions and Corresponding Interview Questions (Revised)
Research Questions

Corresponding Interview Questions

RQ1: What successful strategies
are teachers using to support
student engagement among lowincome students?

Icebreaker: How many years have you been teaching? And at
this school?
IQ 1: How would you define student engagement?
IQ 2: What strategies do you use to engage students in the
classroom?
IQ 3: How does the professional development at your school
site help you with student engagement strategies?

RQ 2: What challenges do
teachers encounter in increasing
student engagement?

IQ 4: What obstacles do you face in engaging your students?
IQ 5: How does the administration at your school site support
you with your obstacles?
IQ 6: What additional resources would you need to feel better
supported in increasing student engagement in your
classroom?

RQ3: How do teachers measure
success in developing student
engagement strategies among
low-income students?

IQ 7: How do you measure the level of student engagement
in your classroom?
IQ 8: How do you track or monitor engagement in your
classroom?

RQ4: What recommendations
would teachers provide to
incoming teachers to promote a
high level of engagement among
low-income students?

IQ 9: If a new teacher approached you and asked what is a
successful strategy in engaging students living in poverty,
what would you say?
IQ 10: What other advice would you give to a novice teacher
at a Title I school with regard to student engagement?
IQ 11: Is there anything else you would like to add?

Note. The table identifies four research questions and corresponding interview questions with
revisions based on feedback from peer-reviewers and an expert reviewer. Subsequent changes
were made to the order and phrasing of questions within the interview protocol.
Expert review validity. The last step in the validity process is the expert review.
According to Patton (2015), this process involves experts, increasing the credibility of the
research. The dissertation committee provided an external audit for the interview questions.
Reliability of the study. It is necessary to ensure that the research is reliable. According
to Patten and Newhart (2018), “A test is said to be reliable if it yields consistent results” (p. 136).
Richards and Morse (2013) confirmed Patten and Newhart’s research findings, stating that
87

“reliability requires that the same results would be obtained if the study were replicated” (p.
215). To support the instrument’s reliability, the researcher piloted the research questions with
two experts who met the criteria for participation. By obtaining input from the pilot interviewees
regarding the clarity and comprehensibility of each of the interview questions, the researcher
ensured consistency and reliability of the data collection instrument.
Statement of Personal Bias
One of the goals of qualitative research is to minimize biases and present findings that
represent the phenomenon being explored (Patten & Newhart, 2018). As such, it is essential that
the researcher “report potential sources of bias and error” (Patton, 2015, p. 58) to validate the
credibility of the research. Therefore, the following bullet points clearly identify the researcher’s
personal bias:
•

The researcher has been teaching in Title I schools for 36 years.

•

The researcher has been teaching graduate school for 16 years.

•

The researcher has an undergraduate degree in Child Development and a Master’s
degree in Child and Adolescent Literacy, including a reading specialist credential.

•

The researcher understands the complexities of teaching students who live in poverty
and the importance of student engagement.

Bracketing and epoche. In phenomenological studies, the researcher needs to engage in
bracketing or epoche by “hold[ing] the phenomenon up for serious inspection” (Patton, 2015, p.
575). Chan, Fung, and Chien (2013) confirmed that when the researcher brackets his/her own
experiences, the researcher is therefore not influencing the participants’ perceptions of the
phenomenon. According to Denzin (1989), this process involves the following steps:
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1. The researcher located within the personal experiences of the participants key phrases
that directly corresponded to the phenomenon in question.
2. The researcher interpreted the meanings of the key phrases.
3. When possible, the researcher asked the participants for clarification or their
interpretation of the key phrases.
4. The researcher inspected the interpretations, looking for recurring characteristics of
the phenomenon in question.
5. The researcher offered an explanation of the phenomenon.
Moreover, the researcher followed the recommendations established by Ahern (1999) and
utilized a reflexive journal at the beginning of the research process, documenting any
preconceptions related to student engagement and educating students who live in poverty. The
researcher maintained the use of the reflexive journal throughout the research, describing the
purpose of the research and assumptions regarding student engagement, further bracketing
potential assumptions and areas of bias that might influence the research process and the data
findings (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
Epoche is a Greek term that means refraining from judgment. In epoche, “Everyday
understandings, judgments, and knowings are set aside, and the phenomena are revisited,
visually, naively, in a wide-open sense, from the vantage point of a pure or transcendental ego”
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 33). To explain further, the researcher strives to become aware of personal
bias, makes an effort to minimize personal involvement in the study, and attempts to gain clarity
about any misconceptions (Patton, 2015).
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Data Analysis
After collecting data from the participants, the researcher transcribed the interviews. The
researcher took notes while reading the transcriptions, then coded the notes, establishing themes
based on the data to provide “standardization and rigor to the analytical process” (Patton, 2015,
p. 110). In phenomenological research, according to Richards and Morse (2013), the researcher
finds and explores themes to identify the meanings of the phenomenon. Creswell (2018) further
described data analysis as an involved process that includes “organizing the data, conducting a
preliminary read-through of the database, coding and organizing themes, representing the data,
and forming an interpretation of them” (p. 181). The last step in data analysis is to report the
findings. Reading, memoing, and coding were utilized in the data analysis.
Reading and memoing. Once the data were organized, the researcher read over the data,
“writing notes or memos in the margins of field notes” (Creswell, 2018, p. 187), which provided
an opportunity to understand the data in its entirety. Additional suggestions related to memoing
include memoing at the onset of reading the data, creating a systematic organizational
methodology for the memoing, using short phrases that capture the key ideas from the data, and
including strategies that support easier retrieval of the memos (Creswell, 2018).
Coding. Coding is the next step after memoing; “forming codes or categories represents
the heart of qualitative data analysis” (Creswell, 2018, p. 189). The intent of coding is to develop
detailed descriptions, making sense of the information collected from the interviews (Creswell,
2018). Furthermore, Creswell (2018) described coding as the process of aggregating the data into
smaller categories and then assigning a label to each specific code. This study utilized the
following steps for data analysis, as recommended by Bazeley (2013):
1. Memoing was used to understand the thematic ideas.
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2. Quotes were highlighted, informing the process of theme development.
3. The researcher made diagrams, utilizing visual representations to support the process
of developing codes.
4. Summary statements were created to establish patterns.
5. The data were then interpreted after themes and codes were thoroughly developed.
Inter-rater reliability and validity. To ensure inter-rater reliability and validity, the
researcher utilized the following steps suggested by Creswell (2018): (a) the researcher
independently developed themes and categories with the first three interviews, (b) the researcher
then identified two co-raters from Pepperdine University who had experience in qualitative
research coding procedures. Each co-rater independently reviewed the transcripts and themes
provided by the researcher. The findings were discussed, and consensus was reached for the
themes. If consensus was not reached, the researcher sought the expertise of the dissertation
committee, (c) the researcher proceeded with the analysis and coding for the remaining 12
interview transcripts to ensure consistency. Once the researcher completed all 15 interviews, she
shared the results with the same two co-raters from Pepperdine University and discussed the
coding to gain consensus. Then, (d) if consensus was not reached in establishing the themes for
all the interview transcriptions, the researcher received expert advice from the dissertation
committee, ensuring that 80% of codes were agreed upon, after which (e) the codes were
finalized. In Chapter 4, the findings are reported.
Chapter 3 Summary
Chapter 3 detailed the research design and the phenomenological methodology that was
utilized to investigate this study. The chapter began by restating the research questions and
offering a discussion on the nature of this phenomenological study. The characteristics of
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qualitative research were then discussed in the methodology section, including the elements of a
worthwhile qualitative study. The chapter further identified the structured process of
phenomenology and explained the reasoning for using this type of qualitative research for this
study. The research design section included the unit of analysis, the population, the sample size,
purposive sampling, participation selection, the sampling frame, and the criteria for inclusion and
exclusion. Moreover, a discussion on the protection of human subjects was included and
described in detail the IRB process. The next section discussed the data collection procedures,
followed by the interview techniques and protocol employed to ensure a reliable interview. The
following section included the reliability and validity of the study, including prima-facie validity,
peer review validity, and expert review validity, establishing interview questions that were
aligned with the research questions. The researcher also stated her personal bias and concluded
with the data analysis procedures, including the memoing and coding steps that were utilized to
ensure inter-rater reliability.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Engaging students in the classroom is a defining characteristic of quality teaching
(Ashwin & McVitty, 2015), and this study sought to understand the engagement of students who
live in poverty. Research confirms that student engagement will promote positive school
outcomes (Klem & Connell, 2004), and schools can influence student engagement, thereby
preventing social and behavior issues (Appleton, Christensen, & Furlong, 2008). Furthermore,
students who live in poverty are more likely to attend low-performing schools and have poorly
qualified teachers (Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, 2007; Murnane, 2007; Valencia, 2015).
Therefore, to better understand the challenges in teaching and engaging students who live in
poverty, this study sought the expertise of experienced teachers teaching in high-poverty schools
to highlight the best practices teachers employ to engage students. Specifically, this study sought
to answer the following four research questions:
•

RQ1: What successful strategies are teachers using to support student engagement
among low-income students?

•

RQ2: What challenges do teachers encounter in increasing student engagement?

•

RQ3: How do teachers measure success in developing student engagement strategies
among low-income students?

•

RQ4: What recommendations would teachers provide to incoming teachers to
promote a high level of engagement among low-income students?

To answer the research questions, an interview protocol composed of 11 open-ended
questions was developed utilizing inter-reliability and validity procedures. The following
questions were asked:
1. How would you define student engagement?
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2. What strategies do you use to engage students in the classroom?
3. How does the professional development at your school site help you with student
engagement strategies?
4. What obstacles do you face in engaging your students?
5. How does the administration at your school site support you with your obstacles?
6. What additional resources would you need to feel better supported in increasing
student engagement in your classroom?
7. How do you measure the level of student engagement in your classroom?
8. How do you track or monitor engagement in your classroom?
9. If a new teacher approached you and asked what is a successful strategy in engaging
students living in poverty, what would you say?
10. What other advice would you give to a novice teacher at a Title I school with regard to
student engagement?
11. Is there anything else you would like to add?
Participants in this study were asked to provide responses to these 11 open-ended questions and
to share their experiences and understanding of engaging and teaching of students who live in
poverty. During the interview process, the researcher attempted to maintain a comfortable
experience for the participants, ensuring an opportunity for them to answer the questions
honestly and reflectively. The information collected from the responses to these 11 questions
contributed to an in-depth understanding of best practices of engaging students by experienced
teachers in high-poverty schools. This chapter provides information about the participants, as
well as insight regarding the data collection process. Furthermore, this chapter explains the inter-
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rater review process utilized to validate and analyze the data and includes the findings from the
analysis of the data collected from the 11 interview questions.
Participants
Thirty-one potential participants were recruited to participate in this study with the intent
to interview 15 participants. In terms of level of experience, participants had taught between 6-31
years. Although the maximum variation for inclusion was 10 years of experience or more, one
participant who had 6 years of experience was included due to her level of expertise in teaching
and engaging of students who live in poverty. After interviewing three participants, the collected
data were coded. After coding 13 interviews, the results indicated that data saturation based on
the increased number of common themes agreed upon by the participants. As a result of this data
saturation was reached, the committee agreed that 13 participants provided sufficient evidence of
saturation, leading the interview process to be concluded after participant 13.
Data Collection
Data collection for this study began by utilizing the Local District A Directory, which
provided the researcher with the names of the elementary schools in a specific region of USD. A
master list was created and sorted utilizing the criteria for inclusion, ensuring that the teachers
were from Title I schools. After sorting through the master list, a total of 31 potential participants
remained, ensuring maximum variation. After the researcher obtained IRB approval (Appendix
B), participants were emailed utilizing a recruitment script (Appendix C). Data collection began
in January 2020, and the first round of recruitment emails yielded 10 potential participants who
were willing to be interviewed. Nine did not respond, and two potential participants declined. Of
the 10 who were willing to be interviewed, seven potential participants were confirmed with an
interview date. During the last week in January, the second round of recruitment emails was sent
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to potential participants, yielding two more participants. To recruit further, a third set of emails
was sent, confirming four more interviews. In one month, 31 emails were sent to potential
participants, yielding 13 completed interviews.
Furthermore, participants who agreed to be interviewed were emailed the consent form
and the interview questions prior to the scheduled interview. The researcher maintained the
participants’ confidentiality, ensuring that all participants were referred to using a participant
number, and the school location was not disclosed. The researcher asked for an hour of each
participant’s time; however, the average interview time was 20 minutes, with the longest
interview lasting 33 minutes, and the shortest interview lasting 15 minutes (see Table 4).
Table 4
Dates of the Participant Interviews
Participant
Participant 1
Participant 2
Participant 3
Participant 4
Participant 5
Participant 6
Participant 7
Participant 8
Participant 9
Participant 10
Participant 11
Participant 12
Participant 13

Date of Interview
January 21, 2020
January 23, 2020
January 26, 2020
January 26, 2020
January 27, 2020
January 27, 2020
January 28, 2020
January 30, 2020
January 30, 2020
February 4, 2020
February 4, 2020
February 10, 2020
February 13, 2020

Data Analysis
In qualitative research, forming codes or themes offers the researcher an opportunity to
interpret and make sense of the data collected from the interviews (Creswell, 2018). Creswell
(2018) described coding as the process by which researchers build descriptions, then apply
codes, and lastly develop themes, providing a deeper understanding of the data. The process
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began by audio recording the interviews and taking notes during the interview process. The
researcher also followed the recommendations established by Ahern (1999) and maintained a
reflexive journal before and throughout the data collection process, bracketing inherent
assumptions and personal bias that could influence the data results (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
The next step in the data analysis process was to transcribe the interviews. The interviews
were saved on a USB drive, and an outside agency transcribed the interviews using a 256-bit
encrypted hard drive, wiping the files with extra washings, ensuring that the transcriptions could
not be retrieved. The researcher then created a Google Sheet to “[aggregate] the text into small
categories of information, seeking evidence for the code” (Creswell, 2018, p. 190). Each
interview question had a separate sheet, enabling the researcher to develop significant
interpretations of the data. The researcher analyzed and coded the interviewees’ responses,
identifying common terms and phrases between participants. After coding the first three
interviews, the researcher clustered the codes into meaningful themes based on the interpretation
of the data, locating patterns that highlighted the stories that the participants conveyed during the
interview process (Creswell, 2018). The last step in the data analysis was to validate the data
employing the inter-rater reliability process.
Inter-Rater Review Process
After coding the first three interviews, the researcher validated the data utilizing the interrater review process. The peer reviewers were two doctoral students enrolled in Pepperdine
University’s Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. First, the reviewers
looked at the first three transcripts, which were uploaded into a Google Drive folder. After
reviewing the transcripts, the peer reviewers looked at the researcher’s codes, providing
comments and specific recommendations regarding the themes. This feedback included changing
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theme names, combining themes, and categorizing the codes using more appropriate key words.
After the 13 interviews were transcribed and coded, the peer reviewers provided their final
analysis of the data, ensuring that the codes and themes portrayed the collected data accurately.
Once consensus was reached, the researcher coded the rest of the transcribed interviews.
Data Display
The data in this study were organized and presented corresponding to each research
question and subsequent interview questions. Each interview question produced key words,
phrases, and viewpoints, which were then categorized using codes and similar themes. A detailed
description of each theme is included along with a participant quote to illustrate the transcribed
data. To ensure integrity of the data, the participant quotes are offered verbatim and incomplete
sentences may be included. The researcher made a diligent effort to ensure an accurate
description of the participants’ intent as well as maintain confidentiality. Each participant is
referred to using a participant number and quoted as Participant 1 (P1), Participant 2 (P2), and so
forth.
Research Question 1
The first research question asked, What successful strategies are teachers using to support
student engagement among low-income students? Three interview questions corresponded to
research question 1.
1. How would you define student engagement?
2. What strategies do you use to engage students in the classroom?
3. How does the professional development at your school site help you with student
engagement strategies?
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Interview question 1. Interview question 1 asked, How would you define student
engagement? A thorough analysis of the responses to interview question 1 yielded 16 different
responses, which were then grouped into four corresponding themes. The themes that emerged
were: (a) attentive, (b) dedicated, (c) actively engaged, and (d), connection to learning (see
Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The notable terms defining student engagement. The figure illustrates four themes that
emerged from responses to interview question 1. The data is presented in order of frequency in
descending order. The numbers for each theme align with the number of responses in which a
participant made a direct or indirect statement.
Attentive. Interview question 1 yielded attentive as the most significant theme for
defining student engagement. Of the 15 key phrases, viewpoints, or responses, seven (47%) of
the responses collected related directly or indirectly to defining student engagement. The key
words, phrases, or viewpoints included: interested, bright-eyed, participating, answering
questions, focused, listening, and paying attention. For example, P5 stated, “Student engagement.
Well, it’s how they participate, how they listen, how well they’re paying attention.” P10
illustrated the importance of students being interested and attentive in learning, stating,
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Student engagement is when you can get your students to not only be a part of you and
understand you, but also in what they’re learning no matter what they are learning, just to
grab hold of their interest and to have them buy-in in what you’re teaching.
Dedicated. The second most significant theme, dedicated, also defined student
engagement for the participants. Of the 15 key phrases, viewpoints, or responses, three (20%) of
the responses to interview question 1 related directly or indirectly to students’ dedication to
school and included key words such as: invested, caring, taking ownership, and love learning.
P12 exemplified this theme, stating, “I guess it would be the attempt to get kids involved with
the learning process and just learning for the sake of learning because you want them to love
learning.” Furthermore, P3 stated, “When they take ownership of their learning, their education,
not only theirs, but their classmates, their school as a whole, I guess, is when they become
engaged, truly.”
Actively engaged. The third theme, actively engaged, yielded a frequency of three
(20%), with code words including: active, interacting, and discussions. P6 stated, “I would say
that [student engagement] it’s something where you find your students actively participating with
maximum participation whether it’d be independent or collaboratively.” P2 further defined
student engagement by sharing that, “For me, it’s basically the difference between being active
and being passive, being an active participant in their education. They’re not just sitting back.
They participate in discussions. They have to do things.”
Connection to learning. The last notable theme for defining student engagement was
connection to learning. Of the 15 key words and phrases for interview question 1, two of the
responses (13%) directly or indirectly correlated with a connection to learning. The key words
and phrases for this theme were: ability to connect and students feeling comfortable in the
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classroom. P7 clearly stated, “I would define student engagement as the ability to connect with
students on both a learning level as well as a social-emotional level,” and further defined student
engagement as follows; “There’s a connection emotionally with the teacher, that I’m making a
connection on a level that they understand.” Moreover, P8 shared, “It’s [student engagement]
basically knowing that everyone in the class is with an open mind and able to be creative in a
comfortable environment, and able to basically give 100% of their attention to whatever we are
doing.”
Interview question 2. Interview question 2 asked, What strategies do you use to engage
students in the classroom? A comprehensive analysis of interview question 2 yielded a total of
33 key words and phrases that were categorized into four different themes. The emerging themes
were: (a) culturally responsive, (b) application, (c) discourse, and (d) technology (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. The notable terms referring to student engagement strategies. The figure illustrates four
themes that emerged from responses to interview question 2. The data is presented in order of
frequency in descending order. The numbers for each theme align with the number of responses
in which a participant made a direct or indirect statement.
Culturally responsive. Interview question 2 yielded culturally responsive as the most
significant theme for strategies teachers use to engage students. Of the 20 key phrases,
viewpoints, or responses, all of the participants mentioned key words, phrases, and viewpoints

101

related to culturally responsive and 13 (65%) of the responses collected related directly or
indirectly to student engagement strategies. Those responses included: giving choices, working
in groups, conversations, call outs, hands on, think-pair-share, Kagan Strategies, Kahoot, music,
nonverbal signals, varied seating, and differentiation. There were many keywords and phrases
for culturally responsive, which Hammond (2014) defined as “The process of using familiar
cultural information and processes to scaffold learning. Emphasizes communal orientation.
Focused relationships, cognitive scaffolding, and critical social awareness” (p. 156). P13
highlighted the application of culturally responsive teaching by stating, “I use quite a few
[engagement strategies]—big in my class is choice. I have flexible seating, so they get to not
only choose where they sit, we have a lot of flexible groupings.” P11 further stated, “We do
Kagan Strategies. It’s a lot of think-pair-share, but there are different ways of doing it. For
example, one way is hand up, pair up.” P1 emphasized the importance of “letting them have a
choice in some of the things they do in the classroom, like the projects that they do. Letting them
work with each other.”
Application. The second theme for interview question 2, application, also addressed the
application strategies that teachers employ to engage students. Four (20%) of the 20 key words
and phrases related directly or indirectly to engagement strategies included code words such as:
modeling, using realia, chunking instruction, and connecting curriculum to students. P10
discussed how they utilize realia in the classroom, stating, “As teaching methods, I use a lot of
pictures and a lot of real things they can look at, learn. They need as many ways to see
something in order for them to succeed.” P2 shared, “I have to physically model because they
think sitting back and looking at you like you are a TV is what they’re supposed to do. I have to
show them.”
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Discourse. The third most significant theme, discourse, also discussed student
engagement strategies that the participants use to engage students. Of the 20 key phrases,
viewpoints, or responses, two (10%) related directly or indirectly to strategies teachers use to
engage students, including keywords such as: asking questions and comprehension checks. P4
explained, “I have questioning techniques throughout the lesson that allows for them to discuss
parts of my presentation of the topic.” P3 stated, “We have a lot of conversations in the class.
There’s a lot of dialogue, not only from me to them, but within themselves. They ask each other
questions. They ask me questions.”
Technology. The last theme, technology, yielded one (5%) of the 20 key words and
phrases for strategies teachers use to engage students. P12 stated, “I am now dabbling into trying
to use different apps, internet type things. This is new for me.” It is evident that teachers utilize
many different strategies to engage students in the classroom.
Interview question 3. Interview question 3 asked, How does the professional
development at your school site help you with student engagement strategies? An analysis of
interview question 3 yielded a total of four key words and phrases that were categorized into two
different themes. The emerging themes were: (a) no professional development, and (b)
constructive professional development (see Figure 3).
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Queston 3 - Coding Results
n = 13 multiple responses per interviewee
12

Count

10

10

8
6
3

4
2

0
No Professional Development

Constructive Professional Development

Themes

Figure 3. The notable terms referring to professional development. The figure illustrates two
themes that emerged from responses to interview question 3. The data is presented in order of
frequency in descending order. The numbers for each theme align with the number of responses
in which a participant made a direct or indirect statement.
No professional development. Responses to interview question 3 indicated that the
majority of the participants are not receiving professional development for student engagement
strategies. Of the four key words and phrases, 10 (77%) of the responses collected highlighted
that the participants do not receive professional development that aligns with learning about
engagement strategies. P2 reported, “I don’t think I’ve ever had a PD that was specific to student
engagement. Never.” P6 shared a similar sentiment, stating, “Professional development at my
current site currently, there is hardly anything going on in terms of varied groups or engagement
strategies. It’s more instructional right now and looking at content areas for development and
student achievement.” P3 further confirmed the lack of professional development at her school
site, explaining, “Honestly, in my 19 years, I’ve never had professional development at school or
offsite that dealt with engaging students.”
Constructive professional development. Of the key words, viewpoints, or responses for
interview question 3, three (23%) of the responses were related directly or indirectly to receiving
constructive professional development and included codes such as: cognitively guided
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instruction, funding for professional development off campus, and technology training. P11
shared, “[The principal] sent us to a couple of conventions and professional development
training. She is always open. The school has set aside money for any kind of PD that are not
necessarily district given.”
Summary of RQ1. Research question 1 investigated the successful strategies teachers
utilize to engage low-income students, or students enrolled in Title I schools. A total of 10
themes were identified by analyzing key phrases, viewpoints, or responses given to three
interview questions. The 10 themes were (a) attentive, (b) dedicated, (c) actively engaged, (d)
connection to learning, (e) culturally responsive, (f) application, (g) discourse, (h) technology, (i)
no professional development, and lastly (j) constructive professional development.
Research Question 2
The second research question asked, What challenges do teachers encounter increasing
student engagement? Three interview questions corresponded to research question 2.
1. What obstacles do you face in engaging students?
2. How does the administration at your school site support you with your obstacles?
3. What additional resources would you need to feel better supported in increasing
student engagement in your classroom?
The responses to the three interview questions were analyzed for common themes that
highlighted the participants’ viewpoints or the challenges teachers encounter in increasing
student engagement in the classroom.
Interview question 4. Interview question 4 asked, What obstacles do you face in
engaging your students? A comprehensive analysis of the responses to this interview question
yielded a total of 23 key words, phrases, and viewpoints, which were coded into four different
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themes: (a) student home life, (b) teacher preparation, (c) behavior, and (d) school readiness as
the significant obstacles teachers face in engaging students (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. The notable terms referring to obstacles teachers face in engaging students. The figure
illustrates four themes that emerged from responses to interview question 4. The data is
presented in order of frequency in descending order. The numbers for each theme align with the
number of responses in which a participant made a direct or indirect statement.
Student home life. Interview question 4 yielded student home life as the most significant
theme, with seven (30%) of the key words, phrases, and viewpoints addressing obstacles that
teachers face in engaging students. The key words, phrases, and viewpoints included: parent
support, home life, poverty, language and vocabulary, no glasses, homelessness, and attendance.
P2 shared that “whatever is going on in their home life, the poverty, the lack of parenting, chaos
in the house, language, not just second language but that they have no language, that’s the
hardest to deal with.” P8 also discussed her obstacles, stating, “Well, one of the main obstacles,
of course, is vocabulary, vocabulary development. Of course, the sentence structure, syntax,
everything that goes along with the English language.” P5 explained, “There are a lot of
obstacles. The parents don’t know how to help. The parents don’t want to help. I don't get much
from the home environment, so that’s a huge obstacle.”
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Teacher preparation. Teacher preparation was the second most common theme for
interview question 4, yielding six (26%) key words, phrases, and viewpoints that illustrated
obstacles teacher face in engaging students, including time, grading, preparation, longevity of
lessons, time management, and consistency. P4 asserted, “Maybe sometimes not being fully
prepared with the lesson, that would interfere. If a lesson I’m presenting is probably dull, I’m not
- I mean the obstacle would be me, again, not being fully prepared.” P11 explained another
aspect of teacher preparation; “We have a lot of time constraints. That’s our biggest one
[obstacle]. So that would be the big one is our time constraint. Lastly, P9 shared, “I feel that
most of the time the obstacle is time management.”
Behavior. The third theme that emerged from interview question 4 was behavior,
yielding five (22%) of the key words, phrases, and viewpoints as a description of obstacles
teachers encounter when engaging students. The code words for this theme were complacency,
tuning out, violent students, distractibility, and lack of motivation. P12 expressed simply, “Kids
tune out.” P13 shared, “I think sometimes there’s a lack of motivation.” P1 voiced her obstacles
as, “There’s other kids who, they’re hard to engage because they’re just distractible.”
School Readiness. School readiness is the last theme that emerged from interview
question 4, generating five (22%) key words, phrases, and viewpoints that exemplified obstacles
teachers face when engaging students, such as lack of experiences, learning issues, technology
use, lack of interest, and students feeling dumb. P3 clearly stated, “At this point and age, I think
it will be technology. I’m competing with gadgets. As soon as they leave my room, they take
their phones out and walk home looking at their phones.” P10 expressed that “by the time they
get to me in fifth grade, they have been told for however many years that they are just dumb and
that’s how it is, so they come in defeated.”
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Interview question 5. Interview question 5 asked, How does the administration at your
school site support you with your obstacles? An in-depth analysis of responses to interview
question 5 yielded a total of 10 key words, phrases, and viewpoints, which were coded into four
different themes: (a) responsive, (b) parent engagement, (c) materials, and (d) successful
strategies (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. The notable terms referring to how the administration supports teachers with their
obstacles. The figure illustrates four themes that emerged from responses to interview question 5.
The data is presented in order of frequency in descending order. The numbers for each theme
align with the number of responses in which a participant made a direct or indirect statement.
Responsive. Interview question 5 yielded responsive as the most significant theme, with
five (50%) of key words, phrases, and viewpoints encompassing administration’s support for
addressing the obstacles in engaging students. The key words, phrases, and viewpoints included:
availability, let me design my classroom, understanding, flexibility, and supportive. P11 shared
that,
[Administration] are supportive and I would say the biggest thing is that they understand
the fact that we have these time constraints. I think that the support that they give us…
they recognize we try our best and try to give the kids as much as we can.
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Moreover, P1 articulated that “[Administration] let[s] me design my classroom to be more
comfortable and open to personality so that, you know, some kids simply can’t sit in a chair and
be engaged.” Lastly, P7 highlighted responsive by sharing, “I think that if you need the support,
the support is there. I’ve always felt support and [administration] listens to any concerns that I
have.”
Parent engagement. Of the 10 key words and phrases for administration support, the
second theme, parent engagement, yielded two (20%) of the participant responses and included
code words such as parent meetings and home life. P5 illustrated administration support, sharing,
I think our administrator does that in coffee with the principal. I think there are topics that
he brings up during those monthly meetings about how to engage students, your child,
and how to help your child and how much sleep is important.
Materials. The third theme, materials, also yielded two (20%) of the participants’
responses. The key words or phrases corresponding to materials included: paperwork and
materials. P13 discussed in her interview that her assistant principal has been supportive, stating,
“I went to the AP and said, ‘I don’t know what to do. I’ve never had to teach a kid to read.’ She
brought in some more materials for those kids that are slower learners.” Additionally, P3 shared,
“I guess, that relationship with my boss that she knows that whatever I ask for [materials] is
because I need it and I'm going to use it. My administrator is pretty open and flexible and knows
that I have my kids’ best interest in mind.”
Successful strategies. The last theme that emerged for interview question 5 was
successful strategies. Of the 10 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to
this interview question, one (10%) related directly or indirectly to administration support. The
Student Success Progress Team meetings (SSPT), run by an administrator, was a coded reference
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to the successful strategies that administrators employ to support teachers with their obstacles in
student engagement. P4 explained,
We have our SSPT program. When I have students that have, where I suspect there might
be a situation that a student may be going through or something going on at home that
might be interfering, I know that there is someone I can talk to, to discuss possibilities to
help the student.
P6 also shared, “If I had a student and I thought that it was a huge obstacle and couldn't be
receptive whatsoever, that I could do an SSPT and the [administration] can support me with a
particular student or an issue.”

Interview question 6. Interview question 6 asked, What additional resources would you
need to feel better supported in increasing student engagement in your classroom? Through the
analysis of all the responses to interview question 6, the participants shared a total of 13 key words,
phrases, and viewpoints surrounding the additional resources they felt they needed to support
student engagement in the classroom. The four themes that emerged were: (a) training, (b) financial,
(c) administrative support, (d) personnel, and (e) instructional time (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6. The notable terms referring to additional resources teachers need to feel better
supported in increasing student engagement. The figure illustrates four themes that emerged
from responses to interview question 6. The data is presented in order of frequency in descending
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order. The numbers for each theme align with the number of responses in which a participant
made a direct or indirect statement.
Training. Interview question 6 identified additional resources that teachers need in order
to feel better supported in increasing student engagement in the classroom. Of the 13 key words,
phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, four (31%) related
directly or indirectly to training as an additional resource needed, including code words such as
professional development, technology training, videos of exemplary lessons, and parent training.
P9 discussed a concept they learned in her master’s program, universal design, and stated, “I
would like to know more about how we can incorporate more social emotional learning at our
school. I think those are some of the resources that I would like to know more about.” P6 also
shared that training would be beneficial, asserting,
I was thinking about that [additional resources] and one thing that helps me is every now
and then watching videos of other classrooms and what teachers are doing in the
classroom. When we do it, a professional development with each other, I don’t get as
much as when I see a real teacher with a real classroom.
Financial. In addition to training, financial emerged as the second theme for additional
resources needed. Of the 13 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this
interview question, four (31%) related directly or indirectly to interview question 6 and included
code words such as project materials, money, technology programs, and technology devices. P12
clearly stated, “I just wish there were more money to provide those for us [games] premade
instead of us having to spend so much time making all of this stuff.” Furthermore, P10
expressed,
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I don’t feel I should have to constantly supply my own technology. That seems like
something that should go along with the job. If you want me to teach them, then give me
what I need to teach them. Everything I bring is from home.
Administrative support. The third theme that emerged from interview question 6 was
administrative support. Of the 13 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response
to this interview question, three (23%) directly or indirectly addressed administrative support as
needed and included code words such as connection with parents, better support for troubled
students, and flexibility. P7 communicated the need for parent education, stating, “Part of our
program, in my particular program, was parents have to come into, serve in the classroom at least
once a month, so parent involvement, I wish that kind of thing would be back.” P2 expressed,
“The kids that are, these violent kids, these kids who have health issues, the undiagnosed kids,
something has to happen with that. I need support with that.” Lastly, P1 conveyed, “Maybe more
of a connection with parents. I mean, I have a connection with my parents, the majority of them,
but resources for them.”
Personnel. The next theme that emerged for interview question 6 was personnel. Of the
13 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, two
(15%) directly described having more personnel in the classroom as an additional resource that
teachers need to feel more supported in increasing student engagement in the classroom. The key
phrase for this theme was more adults in the classroom. P13 indicated,
I’d love to have an aide. I know that can’t really be in a toolbox that I pull out. It would
be really nice to have another adult for any period of time. I would appreciate that. That
would be huge.
Additionally, P3 stated,
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What I will find helpful is having an extra body. Having of course, not another teacher,
but it’ll be nice to have a TA for a little bit of time—30 minutes a day will be nice. I
don’t have anybody. It’s me with 30 some kids.
Summary of RQ2. Research question 2 considered the challenges teachers encounter in
increasing student engagement. Twelve themes were identified by analyzing key phrases,
viewpoints, or responses given to interview questions 4, 5, and 6. The 12 themes were: (a)
student home life, (b) teacher preparation, (c) behavior, (d), school readiness, (e) responsive, (f)
parent engagement, (g) materials, (h) successful strategies, (i) training, (j) financial, (k)
administrative support, and lastly (l) personnel.
Research Question 3
The third research question asked, How do teachers measure success in developing
student engagement strategies among low-income students? Two interview questions
corresponded to research question 3:
1. How do you measure the level of student engagement in your classroom?
2. How do you track or monitor engagement in your classroom?
Responses to the two interview questions were analyzed for common themes that highlighted the
participants’ viewpoints on measuring success in developing student engagement strategies
among low-income students.
Interview question 7. Interview question 7 asked, How do teachers measure the level of
student engagement in your classroom? A comprehensive analysis of the responses to this
interview question yielded a total of eight key words, phrases, and viewpoints, which were coded
into five different themes: (a) informal, (b) assessment, (c) deliverables, and (d) technology as
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the significant tools teachers use to measure the level of student engagement in the classroom
(see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. The notable terms referring to how teachers measure success in developing student
engagement strategies. The figure illustrates five themes that emerged from responses to
interview question 7. The data is presented in order of frequency in descending order. The
numbers for each theme align with the number of responses in which a participant made a direct
or indirect statement.
Anecdotal. In response to interview question 7, anecdotal emerged as the highest-ranking
theme regarding how teachers measure the level of student engagement in the classroom, with
three (43%) of the key seven words, phrases, and viewpoints directly or indirectly relating to
measuring student engagement in the classroom. The code words for this theme were
observation, student responses, and participation. P6 expressed, “Student participation,
questioning, student participation amongst each other body composure, are their eyes on, are
they engaged, are they looking, are they responding to questions, are they on topic?” P12 shared
a similar sentiment, stating, “I could visually and physically see that I am losing them. Then I
just had to shift gears.” Additionally, P10 indicated, “I’m constantly scanning and checking for
interest and that they are looking alive because sometimes, if you’re not, if they’re too far away,
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they zone out and don’t really, but they know I’m always looking.” P9 shared the following
story:
But I think that one of the things that I really enjoy hearing is, when I ring my bell and I
tell the students, “We are going to lunch,” and they say, “What, we are going already?”
And you know, time goes by so quickly and when they’re engaged and I see it in them,
when they’re collaborating with each other. So back to the way that I measure their level
of engagement is basically through conversations.
Assessment. The second highest-ranking theme for interview question 7 was assessment.
Of the seven key words, phrases, and viewpoints related to this interview question, two (29%)
related directly or indirectly to how teachers measure student engagement. This theme yielded
two code words—test scores and informal assessments—as tools teachers utilize to measure
student engagement. P5 stated, “Well, some of it [measuring student engagement] is their scores.
When we do our testing, progress monitoring, I can tell who’s not getting it and who I’m red
flagging in the class.”
Deliverables. The third ranking theme for interview question 7 was deliverables, and of
the seven key words, phrases, and viewpoints related to this interview question, one (14%)
related directly or indirectly to how teachers measure student engagement. The code word for
this theme was projects. P4 indicated,
When the students are able to produce a final project that may be expected of them, and
they are able to maybe even compare with a classmate and talk about it. Their final
answer, some are able to come up with an answer, some are not, but being able to discuss
how they came about it requires that they’d be engaged. To me, that’s a way to gauge it.
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Technology. The fourth and last theme for interview question 7 was technology. Of the
seven key words, phrases, and viewpoints related to this interview question, one (14%) related
directly to technology, citing Class Dojo as a tool that is used to measure student engagement.
Class Dojo is a computer-based behavior management program that teachers use to gather points
for students’ positive behaviors and take points away for their negative behaviors (Krach,
McCreery, & Rimel, 2016). P3 stated,
I use Class Dojo for everything in my classroom and within that, I give points all day for
classroom participation, for asking a question, for answering a question, for giving praise
to a classmate, for complimenting somebody, for being helpful, for everything in class. I
do give points, but I don’t penalize the kids that don’t [answer questions].
Interview question 8. Interview question 8 asked, How do you track or monitor
engagement in your classroom? A comprehensive analysis of the responses to this interview
question yielded a total of 11 key words, phrases, and viewpoints, which were coded into five
different themes regarding the significant methods teachers use to track or monitor student
engagement: (a) formal notes, (b) informal, (c) reflective practice, (d) technology, and (e) none
(see Figure 8).
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Question 8 - Coding Results
n = 13 multiple responses per interviewee
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Figure 8. The notable terms referring to how teachers track or monitor the level of engagement
in the classroom. The figure illustrates five themes that emerged from responses to interview
question 8. The data is presented in order of frequency in descending order. The numbers for
each theme align with the number of responses in which a participant made a direct or indirect
statement.
Formal notes. Interview question 8 revealed formal notes as the highest-ranking theme
for how teachers track or monitor student engagement in the classroom. Of the 11 key words,
phrases, and viewpoints related to this interview question, five (46%) related directly or
indirectly to formal note taking and included the code words spreadsheets, logs, checklists,
annotations, and notes. P10 simply stated, “Writing notes in a book, keeping track.” P5 provided
an in-depth analysis of the theme of formal notes, communicating,
I have lots of spreadsheets and I have the kids’ names. Most of the time, it’s quiet and it’s
something I can just write on a piece of paper. Sometimes I have specific kid’s initials on
the board and I tally how many times they’re talking and how many times they are
engaged in my discussions.
P9 reported using checklists, stating, “I usually have a checklist, I walk around with a clipboard.
And on that clipboard, I have their names and then I have annotations, I can write something as,
you know, ‘Susan was asking clarifying questions.’”
117

Informal observation. The second highest ranked theme for interview question 8 was
informal observation, and of the 11 key words, phrases, and viewpoints related to this interview
question, two (18%) related directly or indirectly to informal observation as an emerging theme
for tracking or monitoring student engagement. The code words for this question were
observation and reading the room. P1 illustrated how they informally track and monitor student
engagement, stating, “I only do informal observational. I don’t write it down.” P8 also shared, “I
really let them know that I expect them to pay attention and if they’re not paying attention, I will
remind the class and I read the room to track engagement.”
Reflective practice. Reflective practice yielded the same ranking as informal observation,
and of the 11 key words, phrases, and viewpoints related to this interview question, two (18%) of
the responses related directly or indirectly to tracking or monitoring engagement. The code
words for reflective practice were reflective and internally. P13 explained her reflective practice,
sharing,
I’m fairly reflective by nature. I keep a lot of notes. I’m good about - I go back and reread
my notes to myself because I don’t want the same things to occur again if they didn’t go
well, or if they did go well, I do want it to occur again. I’m pretty reflective.
Technology. Technology and no formal notes were the fourth and fifth themes that
emerged from interview question 8, both yielding one (18%) of the responses directly or
indirectly relating to how teachers track or monitor student engagement. The key word that was
coded for technology was Class Dojo Reports. P3 shared.
I want to go back to Class Dojo because it has reports. At the end of the month, the kids
can see their points, the parents can see their points, but at the end of the month, we go
over how many points they have.
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P11 also uses Class Dojo to monitor and track and engagement and stated simply, “Class Dojo.”
None. The last theme, none, refers to teachers not utilizing tracking or monitoring
methodology to document student engagement. The key word for this theme was none. P6
communicated, “I don’t have a log and I don’t keep track. I don’t have a system where I track
how engaged the students were today.”
Summary of RQ3. Research question 3 addressed the tracking or monitoring strategies
teachers use to monitor student engagement. Nine themes were identified by analyzing key
phrases, viewpoints, or responses that emerged in response to interview questions seven and
eight. The nine themes—(a) informal, (b) assessment (c) deliverables, (d) formal notes,
(e) informal, (f) reflective, (g) none, and (h) technology—emerged in response to interview
questions seven and eight, referring to how teachers measure the level of student engagement
and track or monitor engagement in the classroom.
Research Question 4
The fourth and last research question asked, What recommendations would teachers
provide to incoming teachers to promote a high level of engagement among low-income
students? Three interview questions corresponded to research question 4:
1.

If a new teacher approached you and asked what is a successful strategy in
engaging students living in poverty, what would you say?

2.

What other advice would you give to a novice teacher at a Title I school with
regard to student engagement?

3.

Is there anything else you would like to add?
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The responses from the three interview questions were analyzed for common themes that
highlighted the participants’ viewpoints regarding recommendations teachers have for promoting
a high level of engagement among low-income students.
Interview question 9. Interview question 9 asked, If a new teacher approached you and
asked what is a successful strategy in engaging students in poverty what would you say? A
comprehensive analysis of responses to this interview question yielded a total of 18 key words,
phrases, and viewpoints, which were coded into five different themes: (a) intentional,
(b) compassion (c) technology (d) mindfulness, and (e) persevere (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. The notable terms referring to what successful strategies teachers employ to engage
students living in poverty. The figure illustrates five themes that emerged from responses to
interview question 9. The data is presented in order of frequency in descending order. The
numbers for each theme align with the number of responses in which a participant made a direct
or indirect statement.
Intentional. In response to interview question 9, intentional emerged as the highestranking theme for successful strategies for new teachers with regard to student engagement. Of
the 18 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question,
six (33%) related directly or indirectly to successful strategies, including: make instruction
relevant, exposure, high expectations, praise students, time management, and behavior in class.
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P4 shared her thoughts on the importance of being intentional, stating, “Well, allowing them an
opportunity to talk allowing them an opportunity to speak their mind, but give them guidance to
do it correctly in an academic setting.” Furthermore, P10 expressed, “I always tell them that the
first thing they have to do is get that management under control. If they've got some good
management going on, they’ll be able to see to their needs.”
Compassion. Compassion was the next highest-ranking theme addressing the strategies
experienced teachers would recommend to a new teacher. Of the 18 key words, phrases, and
viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, five (28%) related directly or
indirectly to compassion, including: parental, relationships, connect with parents, connect with
students, and be respectful. P6 communicated that they were recently talking to a new teacher
and said, “We’re mothers and we’re mothering these children as well. They’re coming without
things that we take for granted.” P11 also discussed the theme of compassion, stating, “Make a
connection with students. If you’re interested in what they’re interested in, or you talk to them,
and you have some kind of personal relation with them, they're going to respond better to you.”
Lastly, P7 shared his point of view thusly:
What I would suggest to that person is do what I guess I detailed, in reaching out to the
parent and making the connection with them so that you gain them as partners in the idea
that you're going to work together for the benefit of the student in the emotional, social
and in the academic sense.”
Technology. The third theme, technology, also illustrated successful strategies that
experienced teachers would recommend to new teachers to engage students. Of the 18 key
words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, three (17%)
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related directly or indirectly to technology, including: virtual field trips, utilize technology, and
Class Dojo. P1 discussed the importance of exposure, sharing,
Exposing them to things that they might not be exposed to because they get wowed easier
than maybe people who aren’t living in poverty, who haven’t seen, you know, like a
virtual field trip or letting them use technology. They get very excited.
P3 also described technology as a way to engage students, stating, “I use Class Dojo, which is
individual and things that they earn on their own. They get different points with different
activities during the day.”
Mindfulness The next highest-ranking theme for interview question 9 was mindfulness.
Of the 18 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview
question, mindfulness yielded the same number of responses as technology. Three (17%) of the
responses related directly or indirectly to mindfulness and included: start where the kids are,
know the students, and basic needs are met. P13 indicated the importance of mindfulness,
stating, “I’d say first, get to know them [students], build those relationships and find out what
motivates them.” P8 shared a different perspective on mindfulness, communicating, “I would say
that never lower your expectations for what each student is capable of.” Additionally, P2 simply
stated, “Start where they are. Start where the kids are.”
Persevere. The last theme that emerged for interview question 9 was persevere. Of the 18
key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, one
(5%) related directly to the importance of perseverance. The key phrase for this theme was don’t
give up. P5 stated,
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Don’t give up. These kids deserve you. Just because they come from no money, or a
broken home, they deserve the best education they can get. It’s going to be hard. It’s
going to be really hard. Find a way to get progress, not a benchmark, and don’t give up.
Interview question 10. Interview question 10 asked, What other advice would you give
to a novice teacher at a Title I school with regard to student engagement? A comprehensive
analysis of responses to this interview question yielded a total of 16 key words, phrases, and
viewpoints, which were coded into five different themes: (a) relationships, (b) deliberate, and
(c) active participant (see Figure 10).

Count

Interview Question 10 - Coding Results
n = 13 multiple responses per interviewee
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

8
6

2

Relationships

Deliberate

Active Participant

Themes

Figure 10. The notable terms referring to what additional advice teachers would to a novice
teacher at a Title I school with regard to student engagement. The figure illustrates three themes
that emerged from responses to interview question 10. The data is presented in order of
frequency in descending order. The numbers for each theme align with the number of responses
in which a participant made a direct or indirect statement.
Relationships. Relationships emerged as the highest-ranking theme for interview
question 10. Of the 16 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this
interview question, eight (50%) related directly or indirectly to additional advice teachers would
give to a novice teacher to further engage students, including: care about the students, be
sensitive about the questions you ask, involvement, be personal and share stories, know your
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students, be respectful to parents, be mindful of peer pressure, and provide multiple
opportunities. P6 explained that they recently told a new teacher; “You’ve got to reach out. Get
deep into their little hearts. You’ve got to remind them they’re loved here. No matter what
happens, I’m here for you and I’m always thinking of you.” P1 shared a different point of view
with regard to relationships, stating, “You know, be careful when you’re asking [students] about
what they did over the break or the summer, because they can be sensitive.” Furthermore, P3
indicated, “I wanted to end it [the interview] with caring. If you let your kids know and you show
them that you care, they’ll do whatever you want. Even the most difficult child.”
Deliberate. The next highest-ranking theme for interview question 10 was deliberate. Of
the 16 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question,
six (38%) indicated that being deliberate is a successful strategy for engaging students. The code
words or phrases that were cited included pause instruction when necessary, check in on kids,
responsible for learning, use curriculum as a guide, try your best, and ask for things that you
need. P11 explained that there is a new teacher at the grade-level team and recommended,
“You’re not going to get through the lessons. Don’t stress about making sure you hit all the
standards. And that’s not the reality. You try your best. Just try your best.” P9 highlighted the
importance of being deliberate, stating, “I think that the advice I would give them is that the
curriculum that is given to us is there as a guide. It’s not meant to be followed word by word
because every classroom has different needs.” Lastly, P2 shared, “I think checking on kids
frequently, don’t be afraid to stop. Don’t just keep going. If you see something is not looking
right in your kids, then you have to think about what that is.”
Active participant. The last theme, active participant, was linked to the following code
words or phrases: discussions and keep them involved. Of the 16 key words, phrases, and
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viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, two (12%) were related directly
or indirectly to ensuring active participation in the classroom. P4 communicated, “Don’t just
lecture. Have students move. Have students talk. Have students do hands-on. I think that is so
important.” In closing, P10 explained, “I mean, it’s just always keep them involved. Let them be
part of the decision making. Let them be part of the rulemaking. Let them be part of anything
you do because it’s more like back to being family.”
Interview question 11. Interview question 11 asked, Is there anything else you would
like to add? A comprehensive analysis of the responses to this interview question yielded a total
of 13 key words, phrases, and viewpoints, which were coded into three different themes:
(a) nothing to add, (b) challenges, and (c) closing thoughts (see Figure 11).
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Figure 11. The notable terms referring to anything else the participants wanted to add. The figure
illustrates three themes that emerged from responses to interview question 10. The data is
presented in order of frequency in descending order. The numbers for each theme align with the
number of responses in which a participant made a direct or indirect statement.
Nothing to add. The highest-ranking theme for interview question 11 was nothing to add.
Of the 13 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview
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question, seven (54%) indicated that the participant had nothing to add. P2 said, “I think that’s
it.” P9 answered the question and said, “No I don’t.” P3 added, “No. Good luck on your paper.”
Challenges. The next highest-ranking theme for the last open-ended question was
challenges. Of the 13 key words, phrases, and viewpoints that emerged in response to this
interview question, four (31%) related directly or indirectly to additional challenges that the
participants wanted to share. The key words or phrases were: it’s a hard job, district issues, and
can’t do enough. P8 explained,
I think teachers have no idea of the peer pressure that goes along amongst students in the
classroom. We have no idea, I think, what goes on with our students. Everyone is
valuable in the classroom and that the students don’t have the stress in the room because
it’s hard sometimes for teachers to know what is going on.
P12 articulated a different challenge:
I don’t know. I guess it just feels like one cannot, you can never do enough and that’s
frustrating. I guess part of the whole job is constantly questioning and thinking, am I
doing enough. What else can I do differently? What can I add? What can I change?
Closing thoughts. The last theme was closing thoughts. Of the 13 key words, phrases,
and viewpoints that emerged in response to this interview question, two (15%) related directly or
indirectly to closing thoughts participants wanted to add to end the interview, including: visuals
and home away from home. P4 shared, “[Make] sure that they have visuals. I think that’s a very
big deal.” They continued by stating, “[Keep] them engaged, [walk] around, I think that’s
important and also [give] the kids the opportunity to speak.” P7 expressed,
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This [school] is my home away from home. Twenty-three years here, I mean, it’s a great
place to work. I’ve had my ups and downs here with different principals and stuff coming
in. For the most part, it’s been a great, great place. Yes. It’s home away from home.
Summary of RQ4. Research question 4 addressed the advice that experienced teachers
would give to novice teachers to help them engage students who live in poverty. Eleven themes
were identified by analyzing key phrases, viewpoints, or responses given to interview questions
9, 10, and 11: (a) intentional, (b) compassion, (c) technology, (d) mindfulness, (e) persevere,
(f) relationships, (g) deliberate, (h) active participant, (i) nothing to add, (j) challenges, and
(k) closing thoughts.
Chapter 4 Summary
The purpose of the study was to determine the best instructional practices of exemplary
teachers to engage students who live in poverty, to explore the challenges teachers face in
engaging students from poverty, and to gather the recommendations experienced teachers have
to offer new teachers to promote a high level of engagement among low-income students. To
accomplish this task, 13 experienced teachers teaching in Title I schools were recruited. All
participants were asked the same 11 open-ended interview questions designed to answer the four
research questions.
1. What successful strategies are teachers using to support student engagement among
low-income students?
2. What challenges do teachers encounter in increasing student engagement?
3. How do teachers measure success in developing student engagement strategies among
low-income students?
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4. What recommendations would teachers provide to incoming teachers to promote a
high level of engagement among low-income students?
Data for this study were collected by conducting 13 semi-structured interviews. The interviews
were recorded, transcribed, and then coded. The themes and codes were validated by employing
an inter-rater review process. Furthermore, the phenomenological approach was utilized to
analyze the data; this process was explained in detail in Chapter 3. The data yielded 43 themes.
Table 5 provides a summary of the data, including each research question and the corresponding
themes. Chapter 5 presents a discussion of themes, implications, recommendations, and
conclusions of the study.
Table 5
Summary of Themes for the Research Questions
RQ1.
What successful
strategies are
teachers using to
support student
engagement among
low-income
students?

RQ2.
What challenges do
teachers encounter
in increasing
student
engagement?

RQ3.
How do teachers
measure success in
developing student
engagement
strategies among
low-income
students?

RQ4. What
recommendations would
teachers provide to
incoming teachers to
promote a high level of
engagement among lowincome students?
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RQ1.
What successful
strategies are
teachers using to
support student
engagement among
low-income
students?

RQ2.
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teachers encounter
in increasing
student
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How do teachers
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Note. This table presents a summary of all the themes derived through the data analysis process.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
It can be challenging to engage students who live in poverty: a group to which school
systems in America are consistently failing to provide quality educational opportunities (Connell,
1994; Hirn et al., 2018; Murnane, 2007). Furthermore, it is believed that California has the
highest percentage of students who live in poverty (Wade, Rasmussen, & Fox-Tumbell, 2013),
and when educators employ pedagogical practices that incorporating behavioral engagement,
emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement strategies, students’ educational outcomes
improve (Appelton et al., 2009; Moreira et al., 2018; Skinner et al., 2009).
It is the researcher’s hope that the findings of this study will contribute to the existing
literature by identifying best practices of student engagement for all teachers and ultimately
provide educators with a deeper understanding of the impact poverty has on learning.
Furthermore, this study aims to analyze the successful strategies teachers are using to engage
students, understand the challenges that teachers face, and, more importantly, provide a model
that can be used across school districts in the United States to improve educational systems
throughout the county. It is hoped that this model will serve as a training program for educational
leaders, and by identifying best practices for student engagement, the dropout rate will decrease
and more children living in poverty will have successful outcomes in school and life.
Summary of the Study
The purpose of this study was to determine the best practices of exemplary teachers in
engaging students who live in poverty. Influenced by the literature review, four research
questions and 11 open-ended interview questions were developed to inform this study.
Furthermore, this study was qualitative in nature, using the phenomenological approach. The
phenomenological approach was selected to “elicit stories” (Grossoehme, 2014, p. 110) from the
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participants. According to Creswell (2018), a phenomenological study “describes the common
meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon”
(p. 75).
Participants were recruited by utilizing the Local District A directory, which provided the
researcher with the names of schools in a localized region of USD. A sample of 13 participants
was identified for the study, all of whom have taught between 6-31 years. All participants also
had experience teaching in high-poverty schools. Furthermore, the participants had to be willing
to be interviewed either face-to-face or virtually and agree to be recorded. Lastly, the criteria for
maximum variation were used to include participants from different Title I elementary schools in
a specific region in USD.
Data were collected for this study through semi-structured interviews with 13
participants. The participants were asked 11 open-ended questions that were developed and
validated through interrater and validity procedures utilizing techniques such as (a) prima facie
validity, (b) peer-review validity, and (c) expert review (see Appendix D). Each interview was
recorded and saved on a USB drive, and an outside agency transcribed the interviews using a
256-bit encrypted hard drive, wiping the files with extra washings to ensure that the
transcriptions could not be retrieved. The data were then analyzed and coded to develop
emerging themes, and the interrater review process was implemented to ensure the reliability of
the data. Following the interrater review process, the findings of the study were summarized in
11 bar graphs, summarizing of the data for each interview question, which described key
phrases, viewpoints, and responses from each participant.
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Discussion of Findings
The following section will provide further discussion of the leading themes derived from
interview responses. Moreover, the findings are compared to the existing literature to confirm
whether the interviewee responses concur with, contrast to, or contribute to the literature on
engaging students who live in poverty. The findings of this study identify key best practices that
teachers can employ to engage students who live in poverty.
Results for RQ1. RQ 1 asked, What successful strategies are teachers using to support
student engagement among low-income students? For RQ1, the overall themes are described in
Figure 12.
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Figure 12. Summary of the themes derived from the analysis of RQ1. The themes are presented
in descending order.
Participants defined student engagement, sharing the strategies they employ to engage
students, and whether or not they are receiving professional development to further learn how to
engage students. Interview responses related to RQ1 identified the following:
•

Teachers do not have the theoretical framework for student engagement.

•

Teachers employ a variety of strategies to engage students.
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•

There is a limited amount of professional development to support teachers’
knowledge in pedagogical practices for engaging students.

Discussion of RQ1. The purpose of this research question was to determine if the
participants had a clear understanding of student engagement, the strategies that they employ to
engage students, and lastly if they are receiving professional development to support their
understanding of student engagement. It is evident that the teachers do not have an understanding
of the theoretical framework for student engagement. The themes that emerged for RQ1 were
connection to learning, actively engaged, dedicated, and attentive. Research indicates that
student engagement incorporates three dimensions: behavioral engagement, affective
engagement, and cognitive engagement. Behavioral engagement refers to student conduct (Finn
& Rock, 1997) and the ability to concentrate and pay attention during class discussions (Birch, &
Ladd, 1997). Behavioral engagement also includes the extent to which a student is involved in
school (Finn et al., 1995).
Secondly, affective engagement refers to how a student feels about school and includes a
sense of belonging in the school community (Finn, 1989). It is also essential to consider that peer
relationships and having close relationships with teachers is an integral component of student
engagement at the affective level (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Ruzek et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2018).
The last dimension of student engagement, cognitive engagement, acknowledges the selfregulatory strategies students utilize to organize and monitor their learning; researchers have
defined cognitive engagement as a deliberate investment in learning (Ablard & Lipschultz, 1998;
Fredricks et al., 2004; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). Furthermore, cognitive engagement refers to
how students struggle to understand academic content, and students who are cognitively engaged

133

employ a variety of tools to understand the content, thereby influencing academic achievement
(Archambault & Dupere, 2016; Rotgans et al., 2018).
Participants defined student engagement as both actively engaged and attentive
(behavioral engagement) and connected to learning and dedicated (affective engagement);
however, despite the wealth of literature emphasizing the significance of cognitive engagement,
teachers in this study did not consider the importance of cognitive engagement. In order for
students to engage fully in school, teachers must understand the importance of cognitive
engagement and provide students with a variety of strategies to access the academic content,
further promoting academic achievement. Additionally, Skinner and Pitzer (2012) emphasized
the importance of cognitive engagement, describing willing participation, thoroughness, and
strategy search as a few of the components necessary for students to engage cognitively in
school. Another key point to consider is that when tasks are authentic, challenging, relevant,
hands-on, heads-on (cognitively engaging), and integrated throughout the content area, students
are intrinsically motivated to learn and are more engaged in school (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). It is
evident that teachers would benefit from professional development that emphasizes the three
dimensions of student engagement and offers strategies to implement at all levels of engagement;
behavior, affective, and cognitive engagement. Doing so will improve educational outcomes.
The second finding for RQ1 is that teachers are utilizing a variety of strategies to engage
students. Research confirms that adopting responsive pedagogy to teach culturally diverse
students helps to close the achievement gap (Finn & Rock, 1997; Hernandez, 2011; Hirn et al.,
2018; Murnane, 2007; Santamaria, 2009). All participants in this study reported a variety of
culturally responsive strategies that they are utilizing to engage students, including music, thinkpair-share, conversations, and working in groups. Furthermore, cooperative learning is one of the
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more effective research-based strategies highlighting culturally responsive pedagogy (Gillies &
Boyle, 2010; Tsay & Brady, 2010). Additional literature emphasizes that student engagement
also increases during cooperative learning (Emmer & Gerwels, 2002; Gillies, 2014; Gillies &
Boyle, 2010; Herrmann, 2013; Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Neutzling et al., 2019; Swanson et al.,
2017). It is evident that the participants in this study employ a few strategies such as working in
groups and think-pair-share to promote cooperative learning in the classroom. Furthermore,
utilizing technology, modeling, realia, asking questions, and comprehension checks also align
with effective strategies that teachers use in the classroom to engage students.
To conclude the discussion for RQ1, it is evident that teachers are not receiving
professional development to learn how to engage students in the classroom. Although the
teachers are utilizing strategies to engage students, it is unclear if the teachers are intentionally
employing strategies to increase student engagement for students who live in poverty.
Professional development is defined as intentional, systematic learning opportunities for teachers
to change their behavior, shift their principles, and utilize new teaching techniques to benefit
students’ outcomes (Kalinowski et al., 2019; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2007; Wassermann,
2009). Furthermore, additional research indicated that the goal of professional development is to
teach strategies that increase teachers’ knowledge, capabilities, and effectiveness in teaching,
shifting teaching practices to improve academic achievement for students (Miguel, 2019).
Teachers could benefit from professional development that directly connects characteristics of
students who live in poverty and strategies that will improve instructional practice.
Results for RQ2. RQ2 asked, What challenges do teachers encounter increasing student
engagement? Participants discussed the obstacles they face in engaging students, how the
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administration helps teachers with their obstacles, and what additional resources teachers need to
feel supported in engaging students. For RQ2, the overall themes are described in Figure 13.

Summary of Themes for Research Question 2
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Figure 13. Summary of the themes derived from the analysis of RQ2. The themes are presented
in descending order.
Results related to RQ2 were as follows:
•

Teachers face obstacles in engaging students that directly align with the
characteristics of students who live in poverty.

•

Administrators are supportive.

•

Training is needed for teachers to feel better supported.

Discussion of RQ2. The purpose of this research question was to determine the obstacles
teachers face in engaging students, to determine if administrators support them in navigating
those the obstacles, and to identify the additional resources teachers need to feel better supported
in engaging their students.
To begin the discussion for RQ2, it is essential to discuss the research on poverty and
academic implications thereof. Research confirms that students living in poverty have language
deficits, underdeveloped social skills, emotional issues, and additional stressors and health
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concerns; as a result, many such students fall behind in school (Hernandez, 2011; Hirn et al.,
2018; National Education Association [NEA], 2016). Further research delineated seven key
differences between students in poverty and middle-class students: health and nutrition,
vocabulary, effort, hope, cognition, relationships, and distress (Jensen, 2013b). It is evident from
the analysis of responses to interview question 2 that the teachers in this study are struggling
with the defining characteristics of students who live in poverty; their biggest obstacles included
home environment life, language and vocabulary, and parent support. Further implications from
this discussion on RQ2 will be presented later in this chapter.
The second noted theme related to RQ2 spoke to the importance of administrative
support. All participants shared that their administrators are supportive. The literature described
common characteristics of 90/90/90 schools: schools in which 90% of the students are living in
poverty, 90% of the students are non-White, and 90% of the students are achieving at a minimum
of 90% on standardized assessments (Reeves, 2000). Furthermore, Kearney et al. (2012)
discussed specific qualities of 90/90/90 schools, highlighting support structures, delivery of
effective professional development, and the importance of highly effective leadership. Although
the teachers in this study were not from 90/90/90 schools, the findings from the studies identify
administrative support as a key predictor for schools’ academic success. The teachers in this
study feel supported by the administration, confirming the findings of the literature.
Lastly, the findings from RQ2 highlighted that the participants in this study are not
receiving training to increase student engagement in the classroom. The literature confirms the
consequences of not receiving professional development, as mentioned previously, and although
professional development does not provide teachers with all of the solutions to situational
classroom issues, staff development does provide opportunities for critical reflection to benefit
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teaching practices (Rolheiser & Stevahn, 1998). Additional professional development would
increase teachers’ knowledge surrounding academic content, students’ socialization, and
behavioral issues (Christie, 2009), and has the potential to increase student engagement for
students who live in poverty.
Results for RQ3. RQ 3 asked, How do teachers measure success in developing student
engagement strategies among low-income students? This question addressed how teachers
measure the level of student engagement and how they track or monitor the engagement in the
classroom. For RQ3, the overall themes are described in Figure 14.

Summary of Themes for Research Question 3
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Figure 14. Summary of the themes derived from the analysis of RQ3. The themes are presented
in descending order.
Themes related to RQ3 included the following:
•

Teachers use a variety of tools to measure student engagement in the classroom.

•

Teachers use a variety of tools to track and/or monitor student engagement in the
classroom.
Discussion of RQ3. The purpose of this research question was to determine how

teachers measure student engagement and track or monitor student engagement to promote
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positive educational outcomes further. The findings related to this research question highlighted
that although there is limited research in measuring and tracking student engagement,
participants are utilizing different strategies and tools that align with the literature. A mixed
methods study by Devine et al. (2013) highlighted that exemplary teachers are reflective
practitioners and are effective at planning and managing learning. The participants in this study
did mention that being reflective is a tool that they utilize to track student engagement.
Furthermore, Taylor’s (2002) research concluded that effective teachers provide opportunities
for challenging discussions based on content. The participants in this study did discuss that
student responses and student participation are methodologies they employ to measure student
engagement.
Additionally, the Kentucky Department of Education (2017) noted that effective teaching
involves the teacher being able to revise instructional strategies by analyzing assessments and
providing timely feedback to students; participants in this study are using test scores and
informal assessments to measure student engagement. Lastly, projects are another tool utilized
by the participants in this study to measure student engagement, and the literature suggests that
project-based learning (PBL) or the inquiry approach is a pedagogical practice that offers a
compelling way to cultivate student interest (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Fox, 2012; Bell,
2010, Blumenfeld et al., 1991; Chen & Yang, 2019; English & Kitsantas, 2013; Fifolt &
Morgan, 2019; Gultekin, 2005; Panasan & Nuangchalerm, 2010). More importantly, students
have an opportunity to “show off something they have constructed, focusing their presentation
on what they were trying to accomplish, and why they did to accomplish that” (Kolodner et al.,
2003, p. 524) during the last phase of PBL. The final projects are an additional tool that teachers
are using to measure the level of student engagement in the classroom.
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Additional research indicated that behavioral engagement is easier to measure than
engagement since it is straightforward and observable, and surveys are the most common tool
used to measure student engagement either by the students themselves or the teachers who are
observing student engagement (Nguyen, Cannata, & Miller, 2016). The participants in this study
did not mention that they are using surveys as a tool to measure student engagement, warranting
additional professional development to support the teacher’s ability to track and measure student
engagement in the classroom.
Results for RQ4. For RQ4, the overall themes are described in Figure 15. RQ 4 asked,
What recommendations would teachers provide to incoming teachers to promote a high level of
engagement among low-income students? Participants were asked about successful strategies
teachers are employing and specific advice experienced teachers would give to novice
teachers. Themes related RQ4 included the following:
•

Experienced teachers are employing successful strategies to engage students that
align with the literature.

•

Experienced teachers have specific advice to share with novice teachers

Summary of Themes for Research Question 4
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Figure 15. Summary of the themes derived from the analysis of RQ4. The themes are presented
in descending order.
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Discussion of RQ4. The findings related to RQ4 indicated that the participants have an
understanding of successful strategies to engage students; research confirms that relationships
(compassion) and technology are successful strategies that increase student engagement in the
classroom.
Affective engagement considers peer relationships and the importance of having close
relationships with teachers (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Ruzek et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2018).
Moreover, students’ positive outcomes in school are directly related to relationships. To further
substantiate the importance of relatedness in school, when students feel connected to school,
there are increased benefits, such as a decrease in anti-social or risky behaviors in school
(Vidourek et al., 2012). Further research suggests that when students have positive relationships
with peers and their teachers, motivation also increases (Gehlbach et al., 2016; Lin-Siegler et al.,
2016; Pintrich, 2003; Schraw et al., 2001), highlighting the fact that a successful strategy in
student engagement is building relationships: something that compassionate teachers do quite
well.
Another finding from this study indicated that although teachers are utilizing technology
to engage students, however, the current literature emphasizes the importance of students
developing 21st century skills, such as life and career skills, and learning and innovation skills,
which includes critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creating, as well as
information, media, and technological skills (Battelle for Kids, 2019). It is also essential to help
students learn how to solve problems in technology environments, incorporate multimedia
communication skills, and simultaneously have authentic engagement strategies (Dietrich &
Balli, 2014; Tarbutton, 2018; U.S. Department of Education & Office of Educational
Technology, 2017; U.S. Department of Education et al., 2018; Warschauer & Matchniak, 2010).
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Furthermore, Wade et al. (2013) stated that “appropriate technology can be hugely helpful in
providing students with tools to become productive learners and assist in creating a learning
environment that permits active engagement in content that would not otherwise be readily
available” (p. 164). Although virtual field trips and utilizing technology in high-poverty schools
are effective, the current literature confirms that educators need to incorporate many other
technological tools to prepare students to compete successfully in the global economy.
To conclude the discussion for RQ4, the participants shared advice for novice teachers
teaching in Title I schools. It was highly recommended that new teachers build relationships with
their students. The analysis presented in Jensen’s (2013b) How Poverty Affects Classroom
Engagement emphasizes the importance of teachers developing positive relationships with
students and, according to Lee and Burkam (2003), students are not as inclined to drop out of
school when they have a positive relationship with teachers and other members of the school
community. Building relationships is imperative for students who live in poverty.
Implications of the Study
This study aimed to identify the best practices experienced teachers employ to
successfully engage students who live in poverty in order to improve academic achievement and
generate positive outcomes for all students. Additionally, the findings from this study are aimed
at supporting principals, teachers, students, and society by providing a training model for
implementing best practices for student engagement for students who live in poverty.
Furthermore, principals can benefit from the findings of this study. They will be able to
provide professional development by implementing the PSEA2 training model to teachers
teaching in high-poverty schools, which includes defining student engagement, learning about
technology, and preparing students with 21st century skills. In order to improve student
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achievement, it is essential to provide teachers with a deeper understanding of students who live
in poverty and engagement strategies that incorporate the behavior, affective, and cognitive
dimensions of student engagement. Moreover, a substantial body of research indicates that
teacher professional development can enhance the quality of education (Christie, 2009;
Desimone, 2011; Edwards et al., 2019; Makovec, 2018; Wassermann, 2009) and when principals
provide effective professional development, teachers will change their behaviors, shift their
principles, and utilize new teaching techniques to benefit student outcomes (Kalinowski et al.,
2019; Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2007; Wassermann, 2009).
This study will also benefit teachers, ultimately helping them improve their educational
practices that support student engagement at Title I schools. It is evident that teachers are not
receiving specific training on student engagement; therefore, it is essential to improve
pedagogical practice. Additionally, research indicates that effective teaching practices
acknowledge all learners in the classroom community, and teaching practices need to integrate
pedagogies that address the academic, socioeconomic, and cultural diversity that mirrors the
diversity in our country and global society (Santamaría, 2009). Improving instructional practices
to engage all learners is imperative; dropout rates will decrease when students are engaged in
school.
Students will directly benefit from this study; they will be the recipients of high-quality
education that aligns with instructional practices that support students engaging in school, further
promoting positive feelings toward school. Haberman (2018) stated, “Teachers must know
content (the what of teaching) and must be experts in pedagogy (the how, or the art of teaching),
but most importantly, teachers must know who they are teaching” (p. 93). This study will prepare
teachers with a deeper understanding of instructional practice, ultimately benefitting students.
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Lastly, society as a whole will benefit from this study; fewer students will drop out of
school. When students drop out of school, billions of dollars are spent on welfare and
unemployment programs (Aldridge et al., 2017; Christenson, Sinclair, Lehr, & Hurley, 2000).
There is a positive correlation between student active engagement in school and academic
achievement; Jensen (2013a) confirmed that student engagement should be the core strategy to
benefit students of low socioeconomic status, directly affecting society as a whole. Therefore,
high quality education can prevent school dropout, close the achievement gap, and provide all
students with an engaging curriculum that supports 21st century skills.
Application
As a result of this study, a training model was developed to further benefit principals,
teachers, students, and society as a whole (see Figure 16).

TRAINING MODEL FOR IMPROVING
EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS
LIVING IN POVERTY

Characteristics of
Poverty
Engagement
Strategies

Student
Engagement
Defining Student
Engagement
Technology
Training

Figure 16. PSEA2 (poverty, student engagement, and academic achievement). A training model
developed for best practices in engaging students in poverty.
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As a result of this study, a training model was developed based on best practices to
improve the educational practices of teachers who work in high poverty schools. The current
literature emphasized that when students are engaged in school, educational outcomes improve.
Therefore, it is the researcher’s goal to provide equal educational opportunities to all students,
and by providing a deeper understanding of student engagement to teachers in Title I schools,
educational outcomes can improve, high school graduation rates can increase, and all students
can have better opportunities in life.
To begin the training for teachers in high-poverty schools, it is necessary to discuss the
definition of student engagement. Therefore, the first 10% of the training would be dedicated to
reviewing the theoretical framework of student engagement and covering pedagogical practices
that support behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement, including: delivery of instruction,
building relationships within the school community, self-regulatory strategies, and the
importance of relatedness to school. Furthermore, teachers and the methodology they employ
directly influence academic achievement, and when teachers consider all three types of
engagement—behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement—learning outcomes improve
(Lekwa et al., 2019). It is imperative that teachers understand how to apply the three dimensions
of engagement in the classroom.
The next part of the training model would also encompass 10% of the participants’ time
and address the importance of technology. The United States Department of Education, in
partnership with the Office of Educational Technology, co-authored the National Education
Technology Plan Update (NETP), which “describes specific actions the United States should
take to ensure learners of all ages have opportunities for personal growth and prosperity and
remain competitive in a global economy” (U.S. Department of Education & Office of
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Educational Technology, 2017, p. 8). More specifically, the report states, “Technology can
empower educators to become co-learners with their students by building new experiences for
deeper exploration of content” (p. 28). This part of the training would discuss strategies
suggested by the Office of Educational Technology, including the importance of teachers
collaborating with other educators outside of their own school community by utilizing
videoconferencing and online professional learning communities. Additionally, teachers could
support students’ acquisition of 21st century skills by promoting highly engaging technological
experiences on the computer such as text-based video games, using multimedia to present
projects, and having students engage in simulations of real-word events.
The third part of the training would require a deeper understanding of teaching students
who live in poverty. Hernandez (2011) identified that students living in poverty typically attend
lower-performing schools and do not develop proficient academic skills. This finding further
illustrates the importance of this training model; the goal is to improve teachers’ educational
practices. Therefore, 30% of the training model is allocated to learning about the specific
characteristics of students who live in poverty. Jensen’s (2009) Teaching with Poverty in Mind:
What Being Poor Does to Kids’ Brains and What Schools Can Do About It illustrates five themes
that can contribute to better educational outcomes for students living in poverty: “standardsbased curriculum and instruction, hope building, arts, athletics, and advanced placement,
retooling the operating system, and engaging instruction” (p. 207). This part of the training
would further explore successful research-based strategies that will promote better outcomes for
students living in poverty.
To conclude the training, teachers need to specifically learn engagement strategies that
will support students’ abilities in school with the intent to increase graduation rates, improving
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living conditions for students who are poor. Kagan, Kagan, and Kagan (2019) stated, “With a
little effort, we can dramatically increase academic achievement, reduce the achievement gap,
improve social and ethnic relations, foster social skills and character, reduce the incidence and
severity of discipline problems. Structures are an educator’s dream” (p. x).
Kagan structures are an interactive teaching approach that incorporates learning strategies
that are intended to make learning more engaging and are based on the cooperative learning
approach (Kagan et al., 2019). It is imperative that, at the conclusion of the training, teachers
understand what student engagement is, can utilize technology that supports 21st century skills,
understand the characteristics and definition of poverty, and more importantly, have a
comprehensive set of strategies that they can employ in the classroom that fully engage students,
promoting positive educational outcomes for students who are living in poverty.
Study Conclusion
The researcher began this study with the intent to contribute to the existing literature
surrounding student engagement for students who live in poverty. To achieve this task, the
researcher had to bracket her own personal biases on effective teaching strategies for students
attending Title I school. Furthermore, through the collection of data from 13 interviews, the
researcher was able to code and analyze 11 open-ended questions that informed the four research
questions. Accordingly, the research questions were designed to identify successful strategies
teachers use to support student engagement, the challenges teachers encounter in increasing
student engagement, how teachers measure and track student engagement, and the
recommendations teachers would offer to incoming teachers. As a result of this study, a training
model was developed that integrates the findings from the literature and includes the following
key findings. Teachers would benefit from professional development that includes: a deeper
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understanding of the theoretical framework for student engagement, a more comprehensive
understanding of the implications of poverty, implementing technology in schools that supports
21st century skills, and lastly, a comprehensive set of highly effective engagement strategies that
will support positive educational outcomes for students living in poverty.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study was designed to explore the instructional practices of exemplary teachers to
understand student engagement with students who live in poverty. This study also sought to
understand the correlation between socioeconomic status and academic achievement. In the
process of gathering data, it was evident that future studies surrounding poverty are needed. For
example, future researchers can contribute to the existing body of literature by conducting
studies that explore:
1. Communities of practice for educators who teach in high poverty schools. For
example, a future study would investigate how communities of practice can impact
the educational practices of educators in Title I schools.
2. Research questions that focus on understanding the nature of poverty. For example, a
future study would seek to understand the complexity of poverty and how poverty
affects the developing brain.
Final Thoughts
Prior to writing the dissertation, the researcher did not intend to study student
engagement for students who live in poverty; in contrast, the researcher intended to understand
the consequences of technology use for students at the elementary level. However, following
recommendations from the dissertation committee, the researcher was guided to investigate best
practices for students who live in poverty. Throughout the process, as each chapter developed,
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the researcher became more passionate about the topic and not only discovered the importance of
the topic, but also developed a training model that can affect the students in the Unified School
District and throughout the United States. Students who live in poverty deserve “classrooms that
are relevant, engaging, and full of affirming relationships” (Jensen, 2013a, p. 3) to keep them in
school and enable them to achieve academic success.
Additionally, over the last 36 years teaching in Title I schools, the researcher has
observed that more children are struggling not only academically, but also socially and
emotionally as well. It is evident that school culture is changing in public schools, and educators
must shift their mindset and utilize research-based practices that would ultimately benefit
students who are living in poverty. Furthermore, the researcher firmly believes that if educators
do not adjust their pedagogical practice, the dropout rate will increase, dramatically affecting our
society as a whole.
Equally important, during the data collection process, the researcher noted that only one
participant mentioned the correlation between student engagement and academic achievement.
P8 stated, “Better engaged, better achievement.” This statement further illustrated the need for
the PSEA2 training model to support teachers’ understanding of the relationship among poverty,
student engagement, and academic achievement. The researcher hopes to influence students
nationwide, changing the educational systems for poor students and in turn positively affecting
societal structures.
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APPENDIX A
Informed Consent

PEPPERDINE UNIVERSITY
(Graduate School of Education and Psychology)
INFORMED CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH ACTIVITIES
Pepperdine University (Graduate School of Education and Psychology)
Best Practices in Student Engagement: Inspiring Teachers to Make a Difference with Students
Living in Poverty
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Andrea Steinfeld, B.A., M. A. at
Pepperdine University because you fit the following eligibility requirements: (a) you teach at a
Title I school; (b) you have a range of experience teaching at a Title I from 10 to 20 years; (c)
you work in the LAUSD in the Panorama family of Schools; and (d) you agreed to participate in
the study and agreed to be recorded. You should read the information below and ask any
clarifying questions before deciding whether to participate. Please take as much time as you need
to read the consent form. You may also decide to discuss participation with your family or
friends. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. You will also be given a
copy of this form for your records.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study is to explore the instructional practices of exemplary teachers to
understand student engagement with students in poverty. Specifically, the purpose of this study
is to determine: (a) the challenges that teachers face in engaging students in poverty; (b) the
instructional strategies and practices that teachers can implement to facilitate academic success;
(c) how the three dimensions of engagement provide a construct for analyzing academic
achievement, and (d) what recommendations exemplary teachers have for future teachers.
Study Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured
interview that will last for approximately 60 minutes. The semi-structured interview includes 1012 open-ended questions that are designed in advance, with probes that are either planned or
unplanned to clarify your responses. These types of questions will elicit valuable practices and
strategies that current teachers employ to engage students living in poverty. During the
interview, your answers will be recorded. If you choose not to have your answers recorded, you
will not be able to participate in this study.
Potential Risks and Discomforts
There are minimal potential risks or discomforts associated with this study, however, sitting for
approximately 60 minutes might cause fatigue. Furthermore, potential and foreseeable risks
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associated with participation in this study include no more than minimum risks involved in dayto-day activities.
Potential Benefits to Participant
There are no direct benefits to the participant. Sharing the participant’s insights about engaging
students in poverty, however, can benefit educational leaders, teachers, students, and ultimately
society.
Confidentiality
The records for this study will be confidential. To protect the identity of your recorded
responses, the recordings will be saved under a pseudonym and transferred to a USB flash drive,
which will be kept in a locked file cabinet, in the researchers locked garage for at three-five
years, at which point, the data will be destroyed. The researcher will use an outside agency to
code the confidential interviews, and at no point during the research study will specific names be
used. The researcher will code the interviews and store the data on a USB flash drive and store
the data in a locked file cabinet in the researchers garage which will then be destroyed after
three-five years. Your name, your specific location, or any other personal identifiable
information will not be reported. Instead, a pseudonym with a generic organization name will be
used to protect your confidentiality.
Rights of Human Subject
You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered before
agreeing to participate in or during the study. For study questions, please contact Andrea
Steinfeld at andrea.steinfeld@pepperdine.edu or by calling her at 213-840-2812. For IRB related
questions, you may contact the university at 402-472-6965 or email gpsirb@pepperdine.edu.
Participation and Withdrawal
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw your consent at any time and
discontinue without penalty. You are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of
your participation in this research study.
Documentation of Informed Consent
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study. By
signing the informed consent, your consent to participate is implied. You should print a copy for
your records.
Name of Participant

Name of Researcher

Signed Consent of Participant

Signature of Researcher
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APPENDIX C
Recruitment Script
Hello. My name is Andrea Steinfeld. I am a doctoral student in the Organizational Leadership
Doctoral program at Pepperdine University’s Graduate School of Education and Psychology. As
part of fulfilling my degree requirements, I am conducting a study on characteristics of effective
teachers in Title I schools in terms of engaging students with the goal of promoting positive
school outcomes. I would like to invite you to participate in the study.
If you agree, you are invited to participate in an interview that intends to explore best practices in
student engagement with students living in poverty. The purpose of this study will be achieved
by identifying the challenges and successes that experienced teachers have in engaging students
who live at or below the poverty line. Participation in the study is voluntary. Your identity as a
participant will remain confidential during and after the study. Your name, the school you teach
at, and any other personal identifiable information will not be reported. A pseudonym will be
used for your name and school organization. Participation entails no longer than a 60 minute
interview. Questions asked in the interview and an informed consent form will be sent to you in
advance of the interview. Your participation in this study will be extremely valuable to new and
aspiring teachers as well as other scholars and practitioners in the field.
I would like to ask if you would be willing to be interviewed as part of this study.
Thank you for your participation,

Andrea Steinfeld
Pepperdine University
Graduate School of Education and Psychology
Status: Doctoral Student
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APPENDIX D
Peer Reviewer Form
Dear reviewer:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research study. The table below is designed to
ensure that may research questions for the study are properly addressed with corresponding
interview questions.
In the table below, please review each research question and the corresponding interview
questions. For each interview question, consider how well the interview question addresses the
research question. If the interview question is directly relevant to the research question, please
mark “Keep as stated.” If the interview question is irrelevant to the research question, please
mark “Delete it.” Finally, if the interview question can be modified to best fit with the research
question, please suggest your modifications in the space provided. You may also recommend
additional interview questions you deem necessary.
Thank you again for your participation.
Research Question

Corresponding Interview Question

RQ1: What successful strategies
are teachers using to support
student engagement among lowincome students?

Icebreaker: How many years have you been teaching? And at this
school?
Keep as is.
Recommendation to add a question:
IQ 1: How do you define student engagement?
IQ 2: How many of your students are living in poverty?
Delete question.
IQ 3: What strategies do you use to engage your students?
Revise: What strategies do you use to engage students in the
classroom?
IQ 4: Do you feel that the professional development at your school
site helps you with student engagement strategies?
Revise: How does the professional development at your school site
help you with student engagement strategies?

RQ2: What challenges do
teachers encounter in increasing
student engagement?

IQ 5: What do you find to be your biggest challenge in engaging
your students?
Revise: What obstacles do you face in engaging students?
IQ 6: Does the administration at your school site support you with
your challenges?
Revise: How does the administration at your school site support
you with your obstacles?
The following question was recommended:
IQ 6: What additional resources would you need to feel better
supported in increasing student engagement in your classroom?

RQ3: How do teachers measure
success in developing student

IQ 7: How do you know that your students are engaged?
Revise: How do you measure the level of student engagement in
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engagement strategies among
low-income students?

your classroom?
IQ 8: How do you measure success? Test scores or do you use
other measures?
Delete question
IQ 9: Have you received professional development on teaching
students in poverty and the importance of student engagement for
successful academic outcomes?
Delete question
The following question was recommended and after further review
from the dissertation committee, the question was deleted.
IQ 10: What is your ultimate goal in engaging students who live in
poverty?
Delete Question
Recommendation to add the following question:
IQ 11: How do you track or monitor engagement in your
classroom?

RQ4: What recommendations
would teachers provide to
incoming teachers to promote a
high level of engagement among
low-income students?

IQ 10: If a new teacher approached you and asked what is a
successful strategy in engaging students, what would you say?
Revise: If a new teacher approached you and asked what is a
successful strategy in engaging students living in poverty, what
would you say?
IQ 11: What other advice would you give a novice teacher?
Revise: What other advice would you give to a novice teacher at a
Title I school with regard to student engagement?
IQ 12: Is there anything else you would like to add?
Keep as is.
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APPENDIX F
Permission from the Director of Local District A (Pseudonym Used)
From: Steinfeld, Andrea <astein1@lausd.net>
Sent: Wednesday, December 4, 2019 10:48 AM
To: Prendez, Joseph
Cc: gabriella.miramontes@pepperdine.edu <gabriella.miramontes@pepperdine.edu>
Subject: IRB Approval
Good morning Mr. Prendez,
I hope you had a nice Thanksgiving Holiday with your family.
I am not sure if I told you when we last met, but I am in a doctoral program at Pepperdine University and
I am currently writing my dissertation (my committee member is cc’d on this email).
My dissertation focus is on student engagement with students who live in poverty. I will be interviewing
teachers in the Panorama Family of Schools (with their signed informed consent) to gather data on how
experienced teachers engage students in Title I Schools, including strategies, strengths, and challenges.
I am going through the Institutional Review Board Process at Pepperdine to ensure all measures are
taken to protect the participants. I assume that is sufficient for LAUSD, but I want to make sure that I do
not need any other documentation to interview teachers, with their consent.
I look forward to hearing your response. I am defending my preliminary proposal this Saturday.
I am confident that I am taking all necessary measures to protect the participant’s confidentiality.
Thank you for your time,
Andrea Steinfeld, M.A.
Burton Elementary School
Intervention Coordinator

Hello,
Congratulations on going through the process. I believe you are correct, as long as the teacher
gives you consent it should suffice. Best of luck.
J o s e p h A . P r en d e z
E lementary D irector
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